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Center for Policy Studies,

Central European University

Hungary

Editorial Office

MDPI

St. Alban-Anlage 66

4052 Basel, Switzerland

This is a reprint of articles from the Special Issue published online in the open access journal

Social Sciences (ISSN 2076-0760) (available at: https://www.mdpi.com/journal/socsci/special

issues/racialized citizenship).

For citation purposes, cite each article independently as indicated on the article page online and as

indicated below:

LastName, A.A.; LastName, B.B.; LastName, C.C. Article Title. Journal Name Year, Volume Number,

Page Range.

ISBN 978-3-0365-3148-9 (Hbk)

ISBN 978-3-0365-3149-6 (PDF)

Cover image courtesy of Zenia Hellgren.

© 2022 by the authors. Articles in this book are Open Access and distributed under the Creative

Commons Attribution (CC BY) license, which allows users to download, copy and build upon

published articles, as long as the author and publisher are properly credited, which ensures maximum

dissemination and a wider impact of our publications.

The book as a whole is distributed by MDPI under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons

license CC BY-NC-ND.



Contents

About the Editors . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . vii

Preface to ”Racialized Citizenship in Superdiverse Europe” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ix

Zenia Hellgren and Bálint Ábel Bereményi
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Preface to ”Racialized Citizenship in Superdiverse

Europe”

Today, European societies are often described as superdiverse, in order to define the ethnic,

cultural and religious pluralism that results from decades of immigration. Simultaneously, Europe

appears to be evermore polarized in its approach to migration and diversity. Xenophobic currents

in political and public debates gain presence across the continent, while anti-racist actors and critical

scholars increasingly focus on racialization as the producer of inequalities and injustice.

The awareness that experiences of racism and discrimination seriously harm the sense of

belonging of those affected by it, and also reduce the opportunities to enjoy social mobility and

quality of life for many immigrants and minoritized people, is increasing in both academia and the

civil society. However, there is also a persistent unwillingness to talk about the racial dimensions

of the disadvantage and social exclusion that disproportionally affect immigrants, their descendants

and other racialized groups. Race as a concept has been viable in Anglo-Saxon scholarship for a long

time, but much less so in the European context, where it was largely replaced by the broader and

less specific term “ethnicity” in the aftermath of the Second World War and the painful unravelling

of what barbarism Nazi racialization led to. However, as Alana Lentin has argued, the European

silence about race has allowed European states to declare themselves officially non-racist, while,

at the same time, continuing to imply an inherent European superiority in which Europeanness

presupposes whiteness.

This volume enquires about how racialization shapes European societies and the lives of people

affected by it in myriad ways. It provides a powerful collection of new publications by scholars who,

through their empirical research, contribute to placing race and racialization studies at the forefront

of European academia.

Zenia Hellgren, Bálint Ábel Bereményi

Editors
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Editorial

Introduction to the Special Issue: Far from Colorblind.
Reflections on Racialization in Contemporary Europe

Zenia Hellgren 1,* and Bálint Ábel Bereményi 2,*

1 Interdisciplinary Research Group on Immigration (GRITIM-UPF), Universitat Pompeu Fabra,
08002 Barcelona, Spain

2 Center for Policy Studies, Central European University, Nador u. 9, 1051 Budapest, Hungary
* Correspondence: zenia.hellgren@upf.edu (Z.H.); beremenyia@ceu.edu (B.Á.B.)

Abstract: European history is to a significant extent also a history about racialization and racism. Since
the colonizers of past centuries defined boundaries between “civilized” and “savages” by applying
value standards in which the notions of race, ethnicity, culture, and religion were interwoven and
imposed on human beings perceived as fundamentally different from themselves, racialization
became deeply inherent in how (white) Europeans viewed the world, themselves, and others. In
this Special Issue, we assume that colonialist racialization constitutes the base of a persistent and
often unreflective and indirect racism. Implicit value systems according to which white people are
automatically considered as more competent, more desirable, preferable in general terms, and more
“European” translate into patterns of everyday racism affecting the self-image and life chances of
white and non-white Europeans. In this introductory article, which defines the conceptual framework
for the special issue, we contest the idea of a “post-racial” condition and discuss the consequences
of ethno-racial differentiation and stigmatization for racialized groups such as Black Europeans,
European Roma, and non-white migrants in general. Finally, we argue for the need to further
problematize and critically examine whiteness.

Keywords: race; racialization; post-racial; whiteness; colorblind; European colonialism

1. A European Dilemma

To understand our present, we need to know, and be openminded enough to criti-
cally examine, our past. European history is to a great extent also a history about race,
racialization, and racism. Since the colonizers of past centuries defined the boundaries
between “civilized” and “savages” by applying value standards in which notions of race,
ethnicity, culture, and religion were interwoven, racialization became deeply inherent in
how (white) Europeans viewed the world, themselves, and others (Maneri 2020; Lentin
2008, 2020; Silverstein 2005). While in the US, a denial of race as a social fact is virtu-
ally unimaginable given the country’s overtly racist history, from ethnic cleansing and
slavery to racial segregation and police violence, in Europe, an illusion of colorblindness
has thrived for a long time (Lentin 2008, 2011; Törngren et al. 2019). Race as concept has
therefore been viable in Anglo-Saxon scholarship, but much less so in the European context,
where it was largely replaced by the broader and less specific term “ethnicity”. It has been
argued that the painful and shameful legacy of the Nazi genocide of Jews, Roma, and other
groups considered as inferior led to a persistent non-recognition of race as category in
Europe, out of fear for any forms of racial registration that could potentially be used for the
persecution of minorities (Lentin 2008). Today, however, this lack of recognition of the race
category hampers a general recognition and examination of racial hierarchies in Europe.
As Lentin (2008) has argued, the European silence about race has allowed European states
to declare themselves officially non-racist, while at the same time continuing to imply an
inherent European superiority in which Europeanness presupposes whiteness. Several
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anti-racist activist groups even advocate for ethnic/racial registration, in order to facilitate
the detection and reporting of discrimination (Hellgren 2021).

Now, it appears that the global Black Lives Matter movement has contributed to
contest the European negligence of race as a central producer of injustice and inequalities.
Numerous Europe-based activists and politicians have made statements in the past year,
using catchwords such as “BLM in Europe too” in order to draw parallels between the
racism against black people in the US and similar, though less publicly acknowledged,
situations across European societies1. In addition, a growing body of research engages with
race and racialization in European societies, not seldom in comparison with the US, which
traditionally has often been perceived as a fundamentally different context (Lentin 2011;
O’Hanlon 2016; Törngren et al. 2019). In this context, parallels have been drawn between
the treatment of black people in the US and the Roma population in Europe (Miskovic
2009), and the specific forms of racism affecting Roma people, officially defined as anti-
gypsyism. Kóczé (2020) provides a definition of the racialization of Roma people that
appears applicable to other groups as well: “Racialization and racial oppression of Roma
are discursive and structural mechanisms that place them in an imaginary hierarchical
classificatory system based on phenotypical, cultural, and social markers and render them
as “other”/sub-human. These oppressive discourses became articulated and solidified in
concrete social practices, mechanisms, policies, and structures in Roma people’s everyday
lives”.

Barwick and Beaman’s (2019) empirical examples from France furthermore reflect the
practical relevance that the notion of “race” has for people affected by it, beyond academic
debates or political declarations. In France, despite not officially recognizing race as a
category and generally ignoring it, racialized people in stigmatized suburbs, banlieues,
outside Paris repeatedly defined themselves as non-white, and those perceived as “French”
were described as white. For them, skin color was the most relevant marker of social
difference and disadvantage, often accompanied by being the resident of a marginalized
housing area (ibid). Similarly, in Eastern Europe, the exonym “the white” for non-Roma is
a common term used by both Roma and non-Roma people in local contexts (Kuchta 2005).

It is in this framework that we situate our Special Issue, which enquires into how
racialization shapes the lives of people affected by it in myriad ways. It provides multiple
and multilevel perspectives on different forms of exclusion of immigrants and Roma
people in European societies, both in spheres such as policy making and governance and in
everyday practices. We assume that colonialist racialization constitutes the historical base of
a persistent and often unreflective and passive racism, which translates into automatically
considering “white” people as more competent, more desirable, preferable in general,
and more “European” and which influences the life conditions of white and non-white
Europeans. Our contribution to contemporary European research on race, racialization,
and discrimination consists of a collection of recent empirical studies, which bring the
racial dimension to the forefront in approaching the exclusion that affects many non-white
migrants and ethnic minorities, most noticeably the Roma population that is numerous in
several European countries.

In this introductory article, we will first define the key concepts of race, racialization,
racism, and discrimination. We then use contemporary scholarship on race and racialization
in order to dismantle the widespread idea that race is no longer a relevant category in the
context of the European societies’ increasing super-diversity (Vertovec 2007; Crul 2016)
and ethnic hybridization (Rodríguez-García et al. 2019). We argue that this is indeed a
segmented super-diversity, in which ethno-racial features continue to define differences in
opportunities depending on factors such as the tone of the skin or hair.

2. Race, Racialization, Racism, and Discrimination—Some Conceptual Clarifications

In the debates over whether or not to use the concept of “race” in European research,
which we shall return to below, a powerful argument against its usage is the dangerous
ways in which a scientifically sustained notion of different human races may be misused
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(see, for instance, the Jena Declaration 2019). This line of argumentation appears highly
meaningful in scientific domains such as biogenetics and medicine, but, we claim, less
so in the social sciences. We coincide with Törngren et al. (2019) and Rodríguez-García
in this volume, who sustain that though race is a social construct, it is also a social fact
with real effects on people’s everyday lives. In this context, we also consider that it may in
general be more constructive for the analytical purposes of social scientists to apply the
term racialization, rather than race. Racialization as concept does not coerce its user to
engage with the question of whether race to some degree should exist as a biological fact
or not; it focuses merely on the social construction of difference, or otherization, based on
ethno-racial features.

In this Special Issue, we define racialization as an overt or subtle form of differential
treatment based on ethno-racial differentiation. We apply a broad definition; like Silverstein
(2005), we understand that racialization, more than being merely related to skin color or
phenotype, may also encompass a rather vague sense of (devalued) “ethnicity”, “culture”,
or religion, and in practice, it often intersects with categories such as class, and/or gender
in the negative stereotyping of people with certain characteristics. When racialization is
expressed as ascribing certain characteristics to groups of people based on such catego-
rization (Gans 2017, p. 342) or, in general, when people are differentiated based on their
deviance from the established norm of whiteness in accordance with the pigmentocracy
(Telles 2014) of a specific society—indeed, where the subtle line is drawn between who
is considered “white” or not varies across the Western world (Törngren et al. 2019): a
Moroccan, for instance, may pass for “white” in Spain, but hardly in Sweden (Hellgren
2019)—the effects are often strongly negative for the racialized individuals. Racialized
classifications of (people defined as) Muslims as “potential terrorists” and Black Africans or
indigenous Latin Americans as “poor, exploitable workers” (see, e.g., Silverstein 2005) entail
tangible consequences for the individuals’ self-image, social status, and real opportunities
in society (see Hellgren and Gabrielli 2021b in this volume for a more detailed discussion
of such intersections between race and class). Yet, applying a critical whiteness approach,
racialization may also be beneficial for the individual whose racial profile is positively
valued. This is clear in the narratives of white Canadian and Norwegian immigrants in
Spain, who share the experience of being cast as “reliable” and “respectful”, even more so
than natives, based on their physical appearance and origin (Hellgren 2019).

Ethnic discrimination, in turn, is here primarily considered as a consequence of racial-
ization. Discrimination and racism are often used as practically synonymous and inter-
changeable concepts (e.g., Lentin 2011). In this Special Issue, ethnic discrimination is
instead considered as fundamentally different from racism in one central regard: While
racism refers to a doctrine or a set of ideas or beliefs according to which people are classified
as superior or inferior depending on traits defined as “racial”, most typically skin color,
discrimination is understood as a behaviour by which the person who discriminates, con-
sciously or unconsciously, differentiates between different categories of people. Applying
this definition allows us to understand how, for instance, a person who does not share
racist ideas may in practice discriminate, often without even noticing this, in a wide range
of situations, for instance based on deeply rooted preferences for white people of certain
nationalities (Pager and Shepherd 2008; Safi 2010). While overt forms of racism such as hate
speech or racist violence draw immediate attention and call for intervention, subtler forms
of discrimination such as simply not choosing people of certain origins for employment
or rental contracts is far more difficult to detect, or prove, but nonetheless have serious
consequences in terms of hampered opportunities and perpetuated inequalities between
natives and racialized others (e.g., Crul et al. 2012; Barnes 2011; Burgett and Hendler 2014;
Silverstein 2005).

There are multiple categories of people who risk being discriminated against, as estab-
lished by the European Union’s directives declaring that discrimination on the grounds of
“sex, race, color, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language, religion or belief, political
or any other opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or
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sexual orientation shall be prohibited” (European Commission’s Website 2021). In practice,
virtually anyone risks being discriminated against at some time in life based on one or sev-
eral of these categories. Moreover, two or more different grounds for discrimination often
intersect, and it may indeed be difficult for, for instance, a female migrant domestic worker
from the Dominican Republic to determine whether she is being discriminated against for
being poor, for being a woman, or for being racialized. In addition, we argue that there is a
class-related dimension of racialization that cannot be left out of any serious discussion on
discrimination (Hellgren 2019). For stigmatized groups such as the Roma and immigrants
of different origins, the perceived discrimination and disadvantage that the respondents
express, being (or being expected to be) poor, “underclass”, is closely intertwined with
their ethno-racial features (see Hellgren and Gabrielli 2021a, 2021b). People of Sub-Saharan
African and Latin American origin for instance report being denied entrance into expensive
stores or stopped if they drive a certain type of car, as they are expected to be unable to af-
ford this, based on generalized prejudices about the “precarious migrant” or the “gangster”
(ibid). This is one of the reasons why an intersectional perspective appears fundamental in
discrimination research (e.g., Seng 2012; Viruell-Fuentes et al. 2012; Young 2009).

For the analytical purposes of this Special Issue, however, we shall largely limit our
approach on discrimination to the ethnic, or racial, dimension. In line with Silverstein’s
(2005) argumentation that the different forms of labelling affecting immigrants in European
societies constitute different expressions of racialization, we define ethnic discrimination as
an overt or subtle negative form of differential treatment based on ethno-racial categoriza-
tion, including skin color or other physical traits that mark a visible difference from the
white, Western, native norm (such as “ethnic” clothing); having a foreign-sounding name
or speaking the majority language(s) with an accent; or, in general, being categorized based
on a “different” ethnicity, culture, religion or belief, or national origin.

3. The Myth of the Post-Racial Society and the Complexities of Whiteness

There is broad awareness that experiences of racism and discrimination seriously
harm the sense of belonging, as well as the opportunities to enjoy social mobility and
quality of life for many immigrants and ethnic minority peoples in European societies
(e.g., González-Sobrino and Goss 2018; Crul et al. 2012; Pager and Shepherd 2008; Safi
2010; Vincze 2014). Yet, there is simultaneously a persistent unwillingness among broad
layers of European scholars to talk about the racial dimension of the kinds of disadvantage
and social exclusion that affect immigrants, their descendants, and other racialized groups
disproportionally. Some even claim that we live in a “post-racial” society (Sayyid 2017).
This reluctance towards the race concept springs from liberal-conservative thinkers but
also from a class-centred approach, in which race is viewed as subordinate to or less
relevant than the class category in conceptualizing inequalities in contemporary Western
societies. The tension between race vs. class-centred research is strongly felt in the polemics
between scholars defending Critical Race Theory (CRT) on the one hand, and both liberal-
egalitarian and Marxist scholars opposing their analysis on the other hand (Warmington
2020; Leonardo 2009).

The “post-racial society” argument turned up as early as in the 1970s in the US
press, celebrating the improvement of race relations. It then became generalized with the
appearance of high-ranked politicians of Afro-American background in both Republican
and Democratic administrations, culminating in Barack Obama’s election as president
(Hollinger 2008). Some scholars argued that this made it easier to contemplate a future
“in which the ethno-racial categories central to identity politics would be more matters
of choice than ascription [ . . . ] and in which economic inequalities would be confronted
head-on, instead of through the medium of ethno-race” (Hollinger 2008, p. 174). Sayyid
(2017) claims that the post-racial discourse has been a neoconservative argument, which
suggests that belonging to a racial group ceased to be determinant in explaining socio-
economic inequalities. On a more theoretical level, other post-racial epistemologies draw
on the concept of hybridity, in relation with Stuart Hall’s (1992) proposal of the emergence
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of “new ethnicities” and the capacity to challenge essentialist political identities and social
positions based exclusively on racial experiences.

From a critical perspective, Sayyid (2017) highlights the underlying “post-racial para-
dox” present in the tension between a generalized disapproval of racism on the one hand,
and its continued perpetuation and practice in people’s everyday lives (Essed 1991) and
the functioning of institutions on the other hand. According to this author, current debates
suggest that advances of the post-racial condition, that is, the questioning and deconstruct-
ing of white privilege, has been far more limited in the EU than in the US due to a less
emphasized influence of the Civil Rights Movement in anti-racism (Sayyid 2017).

Lentin (2015) argues that post-racial discourse in Europe is closely related to the liberal
views that the individual freedom ensured by the European democracies will automatically
push racism to the margins. In addition, she suggests, present racial plurality, taken as a
sign of modernity, does not invite for a deep revision of racism as a fundamental element
in the formation of Europe. It may thereby be used discursively in ways that impede
coming to terms with the current forms of racist practices. Due to the denial of race as
“unreasonable”, it paradoxically persists as a structuring logic. A general recognition of
how the colonialist legacy shapes racial hierarchies in contemporary Europe would be
a basic condition for the hypothetical construction of a post-racial Europe, inasmuch as
European racism is rooted in centuries of colonization (Lentin 2015). As Da Costa puts it:
“belonging and inclusion become fraught as the avoidance of racial difference in discourse
or policy sustains rather than eradicates coloniality” (Da Costa 2016, p. 477). As a result of
this contradiction, race apparently disappears “without the disappearance of its histories,
meanings, and cumulative effects” (2016, p. 477). In this sense, Da Costa claims, post-racial
discourse strategically depoliticizes race, racism, and difference, and thereby demobilizes
anti-racist politics, cultural recognition, and material redistribution.

From an intersectional perspective, Bhopal (2018) suggests that whiteness still operates
as a form of privilege, in subtle, nuanced ways. Rather than an explicit white supremacy, it
is a particular kind of whiteness that is privileged and protected (Bhopal 2018). The non-
acceptable forms of whiteness are not associated with the privileges that whiteness generally
entails. For Bhopal, Roma people represent par excellence this undesirable category of
non-privileged whiteness. Using a different analytical typology, we may even, as Silverstein
(2005), conceive of such “non-acceptable” physically white people as being racialized in
ways similar to non-whites, based on their migrant status and (devalued) country of origin.
This would, other than the Roma, be the case for, for instance, many poor Eastern European
immigrants in Western Europe. Such accounts on whiteness, implying that “not all whites
are equally white”, indeed adds nuances and complexity to the often taken-for-granted
notion that whiteness is equal to privilege in Western societies (Lundström 2014). Within the
emerging field of critical whiteness studies (Applebaum 2016), there appears to be a need
to further problematize whiteness (Nayak 2007), not only in opposition to the implications
of being categorized as non-white but also in terms of different forms of whiteness and
their intersections with class.

A complementary approach to the study of race and racism is through the lens of inter-
national anti-racism struggles that Bhattacharyya et al. (2019) suggest. The authors make
the contentious statement that “far from entering the post-racial era, we are living through
times when all manner of disputes and divisions can become racialized” (Bhattacharyya
et al. 2019, p. 2) and provide a historical overview of anti-racist movements. This form
of political mobilisation, which initially emerged in the 18th century as uprisings against
slavery, inspired by Enlightenment thought and the French Revolution, were neglected
by or subordinated to the (white) workers’ rights struggles in the 19th and 20th centuries
(ibid). Their analysis puts the finger on how much it matters who tell the stories. It also
makes clear that an “either or” view on the class–race binary is counterproductive, both at
the analytical level and in the transformation from social analysis to social movements. In
this scenario, intersectionality appears as a necessary “third way”: Rather than arguing
about whether race supersedes class as producer of inequality, or vice versa (Cortina Orts
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2017), it enhances how race and class (and gender) are intimately interwoven and often in-
separable in assessing the specific kinds of disadvantage that affect, for instance, racialized
immigrants in European societies (Hellgren 2019; Crenshaw 1991). This approach to the
study of racialization in Europe also highlights the importance of context: Though there
are important similarities between the types of racism and discrimination affecting Black
people in the US, from where CRT originated (Warmington 2020), and the experiences of
immigrants in European countries, there are also differences that may be significant for
our understanding of the relationship between race and class. It is our amibition that the
empirical studies on racialization that are compiled in this volume will contribute to such
an enhanced understanding.

4. The Contributions of the Special Issue

The articles included in this volume represent complementary perspectives that serve
to deepen our understanding of how racialization reproduces otherization and hampers
the social cohesion of multiethnic societies in myriad ways. All contributions provide
empirically grounded accounts on how ethno-racial differentiation operates in different
contexts. Covering both the macro and micro levels, they span from racialization in policy
making, governance, and integration processes to self-perceived discrimination and identity
construction among racialized migrants and Roma people in different European societies.
Micro-level data appear particularly important in order to assess what racialization is in
terms of how it is perceived by, and what it does to, the people who suffer from Appendix A.

In the following part of this introduction, we will present the contributions to our
Special Issue, starting with Sebastian Carlotti. In his article “Behind the Curtain of the
Border Spectacle: Introducing “Illegal” Movement through Racialized Profiling in the West
African Area”, he approaches the “border spectacle” that is played out at the frontiers
between Europe and Africa and justified in public and political discourses by the production
and reproduction of racialized and criminalized portraits of migrants.

Focus is then shifted towards the (multi-level) governance of diversity in Europe at
a general level, through the lens of racialization. Tina Magazzini explores how Critical
Race Studies and a structural intersectionality perspective can contribute to the field
of integration studies in a European context in her article “Antidiscrimination Meets
Integration Policies: Exploring New Diversity-related Challenges in Europe”. She raises
the question of whether the US has employed these perspectives to a great extent while
Europe has not because the contexts are in fact fundamentally different, and she argues for
the need to bring race into the European context from an integration-focused perspective.

Carolin Müller draws on Kimberly Crenshaw’s classical writings on intersectionality
in order to examine the EU action plan against racism from a critical perspective, including,
for instance, to what extent it addresses the historical baggage of European imperialism.
Her article “Anti-Racism in Europe: An Intersectional Approach to the Discourse on
Empowerment through the EU Anti-Racism Action Plan 2020–2025” also encompasses
the role of transnational anti-racism organizations such as ENAR in advocating for such
discursive forms of anti-racism.

The intersectional perspective is represented also by Colleen Boland’s article, which
also approaches the issue of islamophobia: “European Muslim youth and gender (in)equality
discourse: Towards a more critical academic inquiry”. This author applies a complex lens
that incorporates the intersections between gender, class, and race in her analysis of how
Muslim youth are affected by European discourses that pose contradictions between Mus-
lim identity and gender equality, being deeply interwoven in the construction of Muslims
as racialized “others”.

Dan Rodríguez-García instead focuses on the case of Spain, claiming that this coun-
try represents an “exceptional laboratory for studying ethnic and race relations” given
its colonial past, its rapid increase in international immigration in recent years, and the
remaining marginalization of the national Roma population and other racialized groups
such as black African-origin immigrants. The growing interest in Spain as context for
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contemporary studies on racialization processes is also reflected by this Special Issue: No
less than six of our articles approach ethnic/racial issues in Spain from different perspec-
tives and with different empirical examples. Rodríguez-García’s article “The Persistence of
Racial Constructs in Spain: Bringing Race and Colorblindness into the Intercultural Debate”
covers macro-level discourses on race and racialization in the country and refers to several
recent studies in order to scrutinize racism in contemporary Spain. The result is a critique
of the interculturalist public policies’ colorblind approach, based on the argument that
race-neutral (or “post-racial”) approaches fail to address a structural racism with roots in
colonialism that there indeed is reluctance to recognize at a general level.

In the rest of the articles, micro-level data from recent case studies among Roma and
African migrants in southern Europe are used to provide empirical accounts on the percep-
tions and implications of racialization. In their article, “Racialization or ‘Aporophobia’?
Intersecting Discriminations in the Experiences of Non-Western Migrants and Spanish
Roma”, Zenia Hellgren and Lorenzo Gabrielli add the concept of “aporophobia” to the
race/class debate by comparing the stigmatization based on racialization and class-related
prejudices, respectively, in the otherization of Roma and non-white migrants in Spain.

Bringing back the gender perspective to the analysis, Laia Narciso then offers an
intersectional analysis of the racialized experiences of the daughters of West African immi-
grants: the process of belonging of young women grown up in Spain, strongly conditioned
by gender and class position. The author highlights that contrary to the popular beliefs,
it is in key spaces of social inclusion—school and work—in which young West African
women’s aspirations for an independent adult life become frustrated, rather than by the
control of their ethnic communities. Narciso applies the conceptual tool of “translocational
positionality” (Anthias 2002) to grasp the complexity of the positionality of subjects “in the
interaction of locations and dislocations of gender, ethnicity, nationality, belonging, class
and racialization”.

Saiba Bayo in turn plays with the Spanish/Catalan term “charnego”, used as deroga-
tory description of working-class migrants from Southern Spain to Catalonia, and applies
it to African migrants as “charnegroes”. In “The Charnegroes: Black Africans and the Onto-
logical Conflict in Catalonia”, he uses his ethnographic work among African-origin migrant
communities in Catalonia in order to theorize on the commonalities and particularities of
“Black identity”.

Then, the pressing issue of how the COVID-19 pandemic affects the most vulnerable
groups in societies is taken on by Olga Magano and Maria Manuela Mendes. In “Percep-
tions and Experiences of Racism and Discrimination in Portugal: a Case Study among Roma
Secondary School Students”, they suggest to broaden the notion of racism and discrimi-
nation against Roma people in order to encompass also the authorities’ neglect, or “look
the other way-approach”, in relation to extreme poverty and vulnerability among Roma
children and youth. Discrimination, thus, is expressed also in indirect forms as through
society’s acceptance of highly precarious living conditions among the Roma, which would
be considered unacceptable for members of the ethnic majority population.

Finally, Ismael Cortés concludes the Special Issue through his timely analysis of
antigypsyist hate speech in the wake of the pandemic. He argues for the need to keep the
historical construction of antigypsyism present and shows how antigypsyist discourse is
also used, reproduced, and normalized by established actors such as politicians and the
media, indicating that it is probably the most generally “tolerated” form of racism.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, Z.H. and B.Á.B.; methodology, Z.H. and B.Á.B.; software,
not applicable, validation, Z.H. and B.Á.B.; formal analysis Z.H. and B.Á.B.; investigation, Z.H. and
B.Á.B.; resources, Z.H. and B.Á.B.; data curation, not applicable.; writing—original draft preparation,
Z.H. and B.Á.B.; writing—review and editing, Z.H., visualization, Z.H. and B.Á.B.; supervision, Z.H.
and B.Á.B.; project administration, not applicable.; funding acquisition, not applicable. All authors
have read and agreed to the published version of the manuscript.
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Appendix A. Presenting the Authors

Saiba Bayo is a PhD candidate in political philosophy and philosophy of film at the
Pompeu Fabra University. He holds a BA in Political Science and Public Management from
the Autonomous University of Barcelona and a Master’s degree in Political Philosophy
at Pompeu Fabra University. His research is focused on gender and emancipation within
the oeuvre of the Senegalese novelist and filmmaker Ousmane Sembène’s work. He
coordinates and teaches the postgraduate course “Introduction to postcolonial theories and
black African Cultural Studies” at the Pompeu Fabra University.

Bálint Ábel Bereményi, PhD in Social Anthropology, is currently a Marie S. Curie Re-
search Fellow (MSCA-IF) at Central European University’s Democracy Institute (CEU/DI).
His main research interests focus on ethnic minorities (Roma/Gypsy), children/youth,
and social inequalities mostly in the domains of education and the labour market. He
teaches Anthropology in BA and MA programs, supervises Master’s theses and doctoral
dissertations, and has been a visiting teacher in several European universities. His articles
have been published in Ethnic and Racial Studies, the British Journal of Sociology of Education,
Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, and Intercultural Education,
among others.

Colleen Boland holds an MA in Near and Middle Eastern Studies from the School
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, and a PhD in Sociology and An-
thropology from the Complutense University of Madrid, specializing in migration studies.
She has served as Managing Editor of the international quarterly International Journal of
Health Services and as Research Manager at the Common Action Forum. Currently, she
is a postdoctoral researcher at the Autonomous University of Barcelona, working on the
European Commission Horizon 2020 ITFLOWS (IT Tools and Methods for Managing Mi-
gration Flows) project, where one of her roles includes co-leading the Gender Committee.
Her research interests include diversity management, hybrid identity, and migrant agency,
with specific reference to populations residing in Europe.

Sebastian Carlotti is a PhD Student at the Department of Political and Social Sciences
at the University of Pisa and at the AISSR of the University of Amsterdam. In 2017, Se-
bastian graduated at SOAS, University of London, with a Master of Science degree in
Migration, Mobility and Development by writing his dissertation on the consequences of
European border externalization policies on sub-Saharan migrants in West Africa. Previ-
ously, he obtained his bachelor’s degree in International Relations and Political Science at
the University of Pisa with a thesis on the development of policies to contrast gender-based
violence in refugee camps. Among his research interests is the study of the selective and
differentiating characteristics of migration policies. In particular, his focus lies on the
evolution of restrictive visa policies and their securitized impact on migration patterns and
habits. Currently, Sebastian is a member of the UBIQUAL research centre of the University
of Pisa.

Ismael Cortés is currently a member of the Spanish parliament. He has been a lecturer
at the UNESCO Chair of Philosophy for Peace, Jaume I University (Spain), where he gained
his PhD on international conflicts and social development studies with an international
award. In 2018, he was a postdoctoral fellow of the Romani Studies Program at the
Central European University. Together with Markus End, he edited the book Dimensions of
Antigypsyism in Europe (ENAR and Central Council of German Sinti and Roma 2019).

Lorenzo Gabrielli is Senior Researcher at GRITIM (Interdisciplinary Research Group
on Immigration) at Pompeu Fabra University in Barcelona (Spain). Actually, he participates
in the AGREP project on Antigypsyism and Discrimination. His research covers migration
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dynamics and policies in the Euro-African space, borders and bordering processes both at
the internal and international levels, as well as othering and racialization processes, among
other topics. He has participated in several international research projects (Vakeripen,
Disaporalink, Medimurs, Interact, Mipmue, Garnet). He has also been a visiting researcher
at the IEMed (European Institute of the Mediterranean) and the United Nations University—
Institute on Globalization, Culture and Mobility, and he has collaborated with the ITC-ILO,
CIDOB, MPC-EUI, Oxfam-Intermón, CCAR-CEAR, Jaume Bofill Foundation, EUNOMAD
network, and MhiC, among others. He regularly collaborates with Irenia-Jocs de Pau
developing and conducting workshops on identities in schools.

Zenia Hellgren is a political sociologist and senior migration/diversity scholar at
GRITIM-UPF (The Interdisciplinary Research Group on Immigration), Pompeu Fabra Uni-
versity (UPF), Barcelona (Spain), where she also teaches political and social theory at the
Master and undergraduate levels, for instance, the course “Diversity, Discrimination and
Citizenship”. Currently, she is the Principal Investigator of the EU-funded research-action
project AGREP (Action program for effective reporting of anti-gypsyism and discrimina-
tion). Her main research areas involve inclusion/exclusion, intersectionality, and agency
of immigrants and racialized groups in European societies, with a particular focus on
discrimination. Her recently concluded research project REPCAT, funded by a Marie S.
Curie individual fellowship, examined diversity management in Catalan public institutions,
suggesting that the representation of ethnic diversity is necessary for democratic legitimacy.
She has published her research in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, Ethnic and
Racial Studies, International Migration Review, the Journal of Intercultural Studies, Social Politics,
and the Journal of European Social Policy, among others.

Olga Magano is a sociologist and Assistant Professor at the Open University, De-
partment of Social Sciences and Management, Lisbon. She holds a PhD in Sociology and
a Master in Intercultural Relations from Open University and graduated in Sociology
from the Faculty of Arts of the University of Porto. She is currently also a researcher at
the ISCTE-University Institute of Lisbon, Centre for Research and Studies in Sociology
(CIES-IUL). Since the late 1990s, she has been involved in research on the integration and
exclusion of Roma/Ciganos in Portugal and has participated in several research projects
and publications alone or with others authors, such as: “Tracing normal lives: between
stigma and the will to be Cigano in Social Identities”, Olga Magano (2016); “National Study
of Roma/ Ciganos communities (2014)”, with Maria Manuela Mendes and Pedro Candeias;
“School pathways and economic practices of Portuguese Ciganos: some continuities and
changes” in Social Identities (2016), with Maria Manuela Mendes, among several other texts
published in Portuguese and English. She is also a full member of the Romani Studies
network, a Member of the Portuguese Association of Sociology, and a Member of the Gypsy
Lore Society.

Tina Magazzini is a Postdoctoral Research Associate at the Robert Schuman Centre
for Advanced Studies, European University Institute (Florence, Italy). Her research inter-
ests involve the tension between redistribution, recognition, and representation; identity
politics; intersectionality; Critical Race Theory; comparative analysis; visual narratives
and methodologies; and the relationship between majorities, minorities, and states. She
holds a PhD in Human Rights (University of Deusto, Marie Curie fellowship), an MA in
International Relations (CCNY), and a BA in Political Science and International Studies
(University of Florence). Her work was awarded the Weston Scholarship for Public Service
by the City College of New York (2011), the Ryoichi Sasakawa Young Leaders Fellowship
by the Tokyo Foundation for Policy Research (2016), the Social Impact Award by the Marie
Curie Alumni Association, and the Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions Seal of Excellence
(2018). Outside academia, over the past years she has worked with a number of research
institutes, NGOs, UN agencies, the European Commission, and the Council of Europe in
the United States, Guatemala, Belgium, Hungary, the Basque Country, and Zimbabwe.

Maria Manuela Mendes is a sociologist and Assistant Professor at the Faculty of
Architecture, University of Lisbon (FAUL). She completed her PhD in Social Sciences at the
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Institute of Social Sciences University of Lisbon in 2007 and is currently a fellow researcher
at the Centre for Research and Studies in Sociology Institute University of Lisbon (CIES-
IUL). She is also a member at the Centre for Research Architecture, Urban Planning and
Design (CIAUD, FAUL) and at the Institute of Sociology Faculty of Arts of Porto (ISFLUP).
Her main lines of research focus on issues related to ethnicity, immigration, Roma/Ciganos,
city and diversity, racism, social and spatial exclusion, and relocation and disqualified
territories.

Carolin Müller is a faculty member at the Media Center at the Technical University
Dresden, coordinating the international PhD program “Education & Technology”. She was
selected as a fellow to the Martin Buber Society of Fellows in 2021. She holds a PhD and
an M.A. in German Studies from The Ohio State University and an M.Ed. in English and
Art Studies from the Technical University Dresden. Her research is informed by critical
theory in citizenship and migration studies, critical race theory, and performance studies.
She looks at creative acts of citizenship through music, film, and the arts. She also works on
recent activist movements, the politics of migrancy, as well as representations of oppression
and flight in Germany. Her work has been published by on_culture, textpraxis, Crossings:
Journal of Migration & Culture, Activist History Review, and Border Criminologies.

Dan Rodríguez-García is Serra Húnter Associate Professor of Social and Cultural
Anthropology and Director of the Research Group on Immigration, Mixedness, and Social
Cohesion (INMIX) at the Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain. His areas of research
are international migration, ethnoracial relations, and the social integration processes
of immigrants, minorities, and their descendants, with a particular focus on mixedness
(couples, families, and individuals across national, ethnocultural, racial, religious, or class
boundaries), a phenomenon that exposes social boundaries and that is key to the study
of social categories, identity processes, discrimination, and social transformation. His
most recent work has appeared in The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and
Social Science (also acting as Guest Editor), the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies (also
acting as Guest Editor), Ethnicities, the Journal of Intercultural Studies, and the Journal of
International Migration and Integration. He is currently the PI of the funded R&D project
“Social Relations and Identity Processes of Children of Mixed Unions: Mixedness, Between
Inclusion and Social Constraints (MIXED_YOUTH). Dan is a regular participant in training
and knowledge transfer activities regarding immigration and diversity issues for different
government institutions, associations, and the media.

Notes

1 See, for instance, https://www.socialeurope.eu/black-lives-matter-in-europe-too; https://www.greeneuropeanjournal.eu/
politics-for-change-black-lives-matter-in-europe/ (accessed on 25 October 2021).
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Abstract: The introduction of ‘illegal’ migration in West African countries represented a major con-
ceptual policy shift for societies that were historically characterized by intra-regional free movement.
However, this transformation went along with severe allegations of racialized profiling of undoc-
umented migrants in many West African societies. De Genova’s concept of the ‘border spectacle’
describes how the presumed ‘illegality’ of migrants is made spectacularly visible in Europe, thus
producing a criminalized and racialized portrayal of migrants. Nonetheless, this work argues that
today’s illegalization through a racialized representation of migrants has been extended beyond Eu-
rope’s boundaries and behind the spectacle’s curtain towards countries of migration origin. Drawing
on the cases of Mauritania and Mali, this paper considers their fundamentally opposite reaction to
the introduction of ‘irregular’ movement and illustrates the inherent problematics of transferring
the figure of a racialized migrant into the West African region. Particularly successful in countries
with a history of ethnic conflicts, this process essentially externalized European border practices of
racialized profiling. On the contrary, this analysis concludes that the presence of established patterns
of regional movement and cross-border habits made it undesirable to either introduce the policy
concept of ‘illegal’ migration or to adopt its potentially racialized portrayal.

Keywords: border externalization; West Africa; migration; illegalization

1. Introduction

In recent decades, the illegalization of migrants in their countries of origin became
a new and powerful tool of Europe’s border externalization policies. One of the main
approaches used by European authorities comprised an unconsidered introduction of the
concept of ‘illegal’ migration in West Africa, a region traditionally linked to the free move-
ment of its inhabitants, which went along with severe allegations of creating a racialized
profile of the newly criminalized migrants. Depending on the countries’ history of ethnic
conflicts and the overall relevance of migration in society, the illegalization of migrants may
risk becoming a dangerous instrument in the hands of local elites against ethnic minorities.
This raises the important question of how the cooperation on migration, between European
and West African countries, aimed to introduce the idea of border controls and to illegalize
migrants in a cultural context where these elements were historically absent. The processes
that governed these policy goals, however, did not produce the same results in all countries
and were subject to contrasting outcomes. The two neighboring West African countries of
Mali and Mauritania have been selected to highlight the fundamental differences in how
local authorities and societies acted in response to the possibility of cooperating with Euro-
pean states. The marked divergence between the reactions of these two countries provides,
moreover, interesting insights into the role played by local civil societies, diasporas, and
ethnic relationships in the context of West Africa and its migration-related customs.

During the 1990s, the European Union pursued a strategy of strengthening its external
borders and increasing surveillance mechanisms with the aim of reducing arrivals of
African migrants on its territory. Despite these efforts, while borders were progressively
closed and the paths for legal entry restricted, European governments were soon forced
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to recognize the failure of traditional migration control policies as migrants continued
to subvert these limitations by shifting their itineraries (Papadopoulos et al. 2008). Thus,
European policymakers identified the need for a new and broader approach to overcome
the sole fortification of its external boundaries. Authorities progressively manifested their
interest in the itineraries used by migrants to design the appropriate actions to intervene
on their journeys before these could reach Europe’s external borders. As a result, European
Member States quickly begun to involve third countries in this new migration control
strategy. Ultimately, this project, made of deterrence and containment, aimed to reduce the
numbers of migrants arriving in Europe and asking for asylum (Ruhrmann and FitzGerald
2016).

The overarching narrative behind migrant’s journeys, as told by media and politicians,
is commonly one of small, overloaded boats with ‘desperate’ migrants. The European
public has been fueled with a restrictive and securitized view on migration and asylum.
This narration describes migrants as illegal border trespassers, invaders, and criminals
who are only in search of their personal economic gain. Furthermore, this image of
the ‘illegalized’ migrant is reinforced through the so-called ‘border spectacle’, where
their presumed ‘illegality’ is made spectacularly visible by producing a criminalized and
racialized portrayal of the sub-Saharan migrant (De Genova 2002). Migration itself has
come to be viewed as a threat, urging the deployment of a growing number of measures to
hinder people from arriving on European territory. Hence, an increasing combination of
police and military means went along with a new strategy of international cooperation to
externalize border control functions and establish a powerful ‘global’ migration regime.

In the first decade of the 2000s, the European migration strategy focused on the
externalization of borders and outsourced its border patrol activities to third countries
such as Mauritania, Mali, and many other West African states. These countries begun
to cooperate with the new European migration regime by accepting varying degrees
of different measures such as readmission agreements, joint patrol activities, and the
introduction of regulations aimed to control and restrict cross-border movements. The
outcome of these instruments caused some countries to implement a dangerously racialized
illegalization process far away from the European ‘border spectacle’. In fact, seen from a
Eurocentric point of view, processes of illegalization now are produced, but not enacted,
behind the border spectacle’s curtain in countries of migration origin and of transit.

The article will begin with a description of how processes of illegalization and securi-
tization had a significant socio-political influence on European societies and policymakers.
In this sense, the first section will be dedicated to the representation of migrants as a
criminalized threat represented through a racialized portrayal of the sub-Saharan migrant.
Successively, to provide the necessary background of the processes behind the European
border externalization, the first part will focus on the origin and the main passages which
led the European border control cooperation with third countries. Nonetheless, while it
is not the scope of this study to retrace the complete evolution of the European policy
framework, attention will be given to the aspects which are helpful in highlighting the
history and the instruments which paved the way for the European border externalization
in the West African region.

Finally, the second part of this article offers a more detailed focus on the impact of
the European border externalization on West African countries and migrant’s itineraries.
This will be achieved by examining the very different response of the states of Mauritania
and Mali to the cooperation on migration control with the EU and its Member States. The
contrasting reaction of these states to the introduction of the concept of ‘illegal’ movement
draws the attention to the importance of several factors which are at play in third countries.
In particular, the presence of a considerable diaspora, the relevance of migration in the
local culture, and the previous history of ethnic conflicts may represent decisive factors
in the decision-making of third countries. In conclusion, this investigation suggests that
the European efforts to outsource border controls—through the introduction of policies
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contrasting ‘illegal’ movement—were especially successful in those countries where the
‘illegalization’ of migration was domestically paired with a racialized portrayal of migrants.

2. European Borders between Securitization and Illegalization

The development of border externalization and of ‘remote-control’ policies has been
examined from many analytical perspectives which looked at the relationship between
the EU’s external dimension and the cooperation with third countries (Schöfberger 2019;
Gabrielli 2016; Adepoju et al. 2009; Boswell 2003), on state and non-state actors involved
(Ostrand and Statham 2020; Andersson 2014), the impact of border externalization in-
struments on the integration process of the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) (Idrissa 2019; Uzelac 2019; Robin 2009), or the complicated negotiation of
Mobility Partnerships (Reslow 2012). As scholars pointed out, the issues associated with
border externalization practices and with how we frame their impact have predominantly
been approached from a Eurocentric gaze, which produced a prejudice when investigating
these complex structures (Cuttitta 2020; Adam et al. 2020; Natter 2018). Undoubtedly, while
it is necessary to analyze the developments that occurred on the side of the externalizing
states, without the response and decisions of the ‘receiving’ side, any research in this field
would be affected by a strong bias in its premises. Indeed, as will be discussed in the last
section, the agency and the interests of West African countries played an active role in
determining the outcome and the shape of border externalization policies. States might
very well refuse to agree to most of Europe’s conditions or, instead, accept them willingly
in order to foster their own domestic and international position, as occurred in the case of
Mauritania. West African countries, in fact, negotiate EU migration policies while aiming
to obtain an advantage from the circumstances that this cooperation may generate (Adam
et al. 2019). Certainly, this does not mean to ignore the unbalanced power relations that
resulted from the end of the Cold War order, which transformed the nature of political
negotiations between Europe and Africa into what Bauman (2002, p. 89) described as a
constant “bargain-by-force”.

Today, nevertheless, it is generally accepted that West African countries are not simply
passive recipients of the decisions adopted by European governments. Rather, these
states pursue their own agenda and have the power to negotiate with Europe on specific
terms that they agree upon. It is necessary, from this point of view, to keep in mind that
the interest of West African countries in EU migration policies can have conflicting and
dangerous outcomes. As will be discussed in more detail in the final section, the EU—while
being concerned only of its security-oriented agenda—maintained a neutral position in
relation to the potential misuse of their policies in third countries. In particular, it will be
argued that European states have been responsible for not considering the role of fragile
and unbalanced domestic power relations in third countries, such as a previous history
of ethnic tensions and conflicts. As a consequence of this dangerous behavior, European
migration policies and their resources have been reported to cause, in certain countries, an
increase in intra-African refoulement practices and deportations, as well as locally instigating
racialized human rights abuses against foreigners and local minorities (Andersson 2014;
Trauner and Deimel 2013). In certain circumstances, such as in the case of Mauritania,
cooperation with European countries resulted in what has been termed the ‘numbers
game’, which aimed to demonstrate the efficiency of migration control activities against
alleged migrants in countries of origin or transit. As discussed in the section dedicated to
Mauritania, the search for ‘illegal’ migrants built upon previous racialized tensions and led
to arbitrary deportations of local citizens of the Haratine ethnic group (Andersson 2014).
On a regional scale, the increase in deportations which followed cooperation with European
Member States is threatening the construction of an ECOWAS area for free movement
(Uzelac 2019).

The assessment of the potential impact of EU migration policies, however, depends
on a country-by-country examination. The following analysis discusses two divergent
responses to Europe’s goal of introducing the concept of ‘illegal’ migration into the West
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African region. Before continuing in this direction, it is important to provide the con-
text behind the development of European policies and of the increasing role of border
externalization policies in the cooperation with third countries.

The concept of border externalization encompasses a broad spectrum of activities and
policy instruments which, in general terms, can be framed as a process where a state’s
migration policy is expanded to actively involve a third country’s engagement. Hence, this
article adopts the definition, which describes border externalization as “based on the direct
involvement of the externalizing state’s border authorities in other countries’ sovereign ter-
ritories, and the outsourcing of border control responsibilities to another country’s national
surveillance forces” (Casas-Cortes et al. 2015, p. 73). In this sense, externalization has the
purpose to ‘stretch the border’ through the multiplication of institutions and actors respon-
sible for stopping and controlling movements in countries of migration origin and of transit.
Restrictive visa policies, joint border patrols, police cooperation agreements, economic and
material support of border capacity building efforts, and the introduction of the concept of
‘illegal’ entry and presence constitute only a representative sample of the growing number
of instruments adopted to enforce border externalization and the outsourcing of border
control activities. It would be a mistake, however, to imagine these externalized European
borders as devices aimed only at reinforcing exclusion—or as impassable walls. The EU
is not sealing itself off. Rather, it created a differentiated access system to supply the
needs of the European labor market, which restricts certain movements while easing others
(Bojadžijev and Karakayali 2010). The procedure of differentiating movements refers to
the function of borders as ‘filters’ (Bauböck 2017) characterized by a steady increase in their
“selective permeability” (Walther and Retaillé 2015, p. 192). Instead of losing importance,
Mezzadra and Neilson (2013) notably argued that we are assisting in the multiplication of
borders and in their capacity to select between desired and undesired movements.

From this perspective, the concept of ‘liminal porocratic institutions’ fits very well
with the current development of European borders and its definition provides a particular
analytical value to the extension of regimes of control to cooperating third countries
(Papadopoulos et al. 2008). The ‘liminality’ of these institutions expresses their capacity of
being flexible and, when required, to continuously adapt its border configuration. Whereas
‘porocratic’ indicates their primary function as regulatory means of borders’ porosity and
to operate the crucial distinction between desirable and undesirable movements. In the
context of externalizing border functions, these institutions are adaptive and fluid systems
of control which aim to follow and govern the mobility patterns of migrants.

Framed as a security issue, over the last few years, migration has been portrayed
as a threat to the integrity of European communities. Migrants arriving via boats and
pateras from the southern shore of the Mediterranean became the dangerous actors of
an alleged ‘invasion of aliens’ in Europe. This negative view of migration was fueled
through an extensive use of the so-called securitization rhetoric: a discursive strategy
used by media and politicians to create the general perception of a threat coming from
outside—while lacking the evidence to support such claims—which, in turn, produced
an emotive response demanding an increase in ‘security’ (Buzan et al. 1998). Thus, if we
look at the development of new means to control migration, the process of securitizing
migration shifted the domestic perception of risk from the national to a transnational
scale and transformed the state’s security objectives from the local to the external level
(Popescu 2015).

The portrayal of immigrants as a danger originating from outside the European
community is reinforced by their description as subjects whose presence is automatically
assumed as illegal. Media representation constructed a narrative around what the an-
thropologist Nicholas De Genova (2002, 2013) called the ‘border spectacle’, a concept
which describes how the ‘illegality’ of migrants became an immediate label for most
immigrants—especially in the case of sub-Saharan migrants in Europe. De Genova (2002,
2013) highlighted how the enactment of a racialized migrant, whose ‘illegality’ is made
visible and perceived as a ‘natural’ representation, is produced through a ‘spectacle of
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enforcement’ at the border. Therefore, the spectacle of border infringements has created a
mediatic performance to induce the public opinion to feel a need for protection and security
against the arrival of migrants (De Genova 2013).

The criminalized representation of people as de facto illegal for their physical presence
plays an important role in defining the social and political response of the public opinion
and policymakers. Scholars like Harald Bauder (2014) highlighted the need to focus on the
language and suggested that we use the term ‘illegalized’ in relation to the institutional
mechanisms which made the sole presence of migrants ‘illegal’ while obscuring the va-
riety of their conditions and personal histories. Indeed, the success of labels like ‘illegal’
and ‘irregular’ has raised significant linguistic concerns, as they imply a pejorative and
stigmatizing trait on those who enter a country without legal permission (Cernadas 2016).
Moreover, these terms suggest the feeling of crime and of being wronged, causing power-
ful repercussions on the perception of the public opinion. The constant use of ‘negative’
migration-related terminology, as made by media and politicians, fueled the description
and narratives in relation to migrants’ crossings of the Mediterranean to reach Europe.
Among the consequences of this kind of rhetoric, the resulting border spectacle occurring
at Europe’s frontier produced a specific form of ‘illegalization’, which led to a racialized
portrayal and criminalization of sub-Saharan migrants (Gazzotti 2021; De Genova 2018).

In the process of externalizing border control functions to third countries, the introduc-
tion of the concept of ‘illegal’ movement—and, in parallel, of promoting a new process of
‘illegalization’—caused a significant problem which entailed several risks in those countries
who were culturally used to free movement. As Ruben Andersson (2014) described in his
work, Illegality Inc., what he calls the ‘illegality industry’, border externalization, and the
‘illegalization’ of migrants constitute a ‘value chain’, where migrant illegality is not only
produced but also made lucrative. Besides the direct interests of states, economic benefits
from this cooperation go to a number of actors like police forces, institutional authorities,
and political elites, which all contend this increasing flow of money coming from the EU
and its Member States.

The representation of the border spectacle between African and European shores is
only the most visible and outstanding part of the illegalization process, which, in the mean-
time, expanded far beyond the external borders of Europe (Bialasiewicz 2012). As Ruben
Andersson (2014, p. 6) notably recognized, today, the border spectacles’ “vigilantes are but
a sideshow: instead powerful border regimes seek to keep the undesirables out”. While
the ‘spectacle’ is still ongoing, especially on the Mediterranean Sea, and perpetuating the
image of a racialized illegal sub-Saharan migrant, it is behind the curtain of the European
border spectacle that new processes of illegalization are unfolding. Indeed, the metaphor of
the curtain provides a useful perspective as it helps us to shift the focus to what is hidden
from the spectacle’s spotlight, namely what happens to migrants during their journeys
and experiences before reaching the Mediterranean shores. From a European perspective,
the curtain conceals the new spaces and forms in which the process of ‘illegalization’ is
being enforced—but not enacted—through the externalization and outsourcing of the
European border regime in most North and West African countries. Besides the expansion
of the condition of ‘illegality’, migrants in West Africa also face a status of permanent
deportability, a concept originally developed by De Genova (2002), with the risk of being
arrested and deported at any time and in any place during their journeys.

The European narrative behind these voyages produced a general perception of
migrants moving along direct routes from their point of origin till they are able to reach
their country of destination. However, as Crawley et al. (2016, p. 5) pointed out, framing
these itineraries “as linear, singular uninterrupted journeys or flows of people heading
toward Europe is grossly misleading”. In contrast with the common idea of the African
continent of being on the move, actual migration from sub-Saharan countries towards
Europe is minimal and proportionally negligible (de Haas 2008; Andersson 2014). Those
politicians and media who argue that African and sub-Saharan migration is fundamentally
directed towards Europe fail to recognize the pre-eminence of intra-regional mobility
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between West African countries. In fact, West African cross-country migration significantly
surpasses the movements to Europe, and, moreover, West and North African countries are
themselves important destination countries (Andersson 2014). These movements mainly
take the form of seasonal migrations—for example, of itinerant merchants and workers in
the agricultural sector—and thus provide an important contribution to family livelihoods
in the region. Moreover, with the emergence of specific manufacture productions, such as
the fishing industry in Mauritania, these movements also provide the necessary supply
of skilled workforce for many countries (Dünnwald 2015). Many of this work-related
seasonal movement originated under French colonial authority and remained part of the
local custom also after the independence of West African countries. Border crossings
were not regulated and informal migration was never perceived as ‘illegal’, neither by
the population in the region nor by the states themselves (Bensaâd 2008). It is worth
noting that a state like Mali, with a population of 12 million people, has an estimated
number of 4 million citizens living outside its territory. However, of this apparently large
amount—from a Eurocentric point of view—more than 3.5 million emigrate for seasonal
work to other West African countries and only a small amount of around 200.000 Malians
live in Europe (Trauner and Deimel 2013). Indeed, it is essential to acknowledge that
migratory movements in the West African area have their destination in the region itself.
Afterwards, unemployment or dangerous circumstances may constitute some of the many
reasons which can lead individuals to induce a successive mobility towards neighboring
countries. Authors such as Hannah Cross (2013, p. 8) called this phenomenon a ‘stepwise’
migration, which is often produced by a “contradictory mixture of coercion, compulsion
and repression combined with choice, opportunity and mobility”.

The complexity of intra-regional mobility, as we will see in the following sections,
highlights the severe misunderstanding of how European authorities perceive movements
in West Africa. Eventually, the mistaken belief of migrants being primarily on the road to
Europe led to the controversial policy response which adopted the so-called ‘migration
routes’ approach (Poutignat and Streiff-Fénart 2010). Recognizing this inherently prob-
lematic issue, the distinction offered by Casas-Cortes et al. (2015) between ‘routes’ and
‘itineraries’ will be used in the next pages to provide for conceptual clarity. The former, as
used by the European Global Approach to Migration and Mobility (GAMM), pertains to the
control strategies implemented by the European migration regime to capture and organize
movements into linear and definite routes. Instead, itineraries represent the non-linear
movements and the agency of migrants that constantly obliges European border authorities
to be flexible and recalibrate their spatial frameworks. Thus, ‘routes’ is used to express the
perspective and the actions of the European migration control regime, whereas ‘itinerary’
and ‘movements’ relate directly to the migrants’ practices.

European Border Control Externalization in Third Countries

Before moving to the cases of Mali and Mauritania, in this section, the border external-
ization will be analyzed from the point of view of the externalizing agents, the European
Union, and, more importantly, of its Member States. This will provide the required prelimi-
nary background to the different stages of the frequently incoherent relationship between
European and West African countries in the field of migration control cooperation.

In 1997, the European Treaty of Amsterdam established for the first time a supra-
national competency over migration and asylum policies. Prior to this major event in
European history, migration was a sovereign domain of Member States and the main
instrument available for cooperation with third countries to control international migration
was to negotiate bilateral agreements (Bialasiewicz 2012). In 1999, the European Council of
Tampere was tasked to define the content and the approach to be implemented by the EU
for its new competencies. The Council of Tampere, therefore, highlighted the necessity of a
‘global vision’ aimed at actively including cooperation with third countries to manage mi-
gration at all levels. Moreover, the global vision also recommended to reduce the reasons to
move by focusing on what European authorities called the ‘root causes’ of migration—such
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as poverty, unemployment, and underdevelopment—in countries of origin. Underlying
this process, the EU embraced the ‘migration and development nexus’ as its key concep-
tual framework for its future European migration policy strategies. Based on ‘push-pull’
neoclassical theory, this approach identifies international migration as an outcome of wage
and development imbalances between countries (Papademetriou and Martin 1991). From
the problematic ‘push-pull’ point of view, the ‘root causes’ of migration may ‘push’ people
to migrate and search for employment in another country. To address the conditions in
third countries of migration origin, since the Council of Tampere, cooperation in migration
control became officially a central part of the EU’s strategy (Harding 2012).

After the Council of Tampere, the EU began to structure its approach and envisage
the future of its strategy. In 2002, the informal meeting of the Ministers of Justice and
Home Affairs held in Santiago de Compostela promoted the development of a ‘global plan
to combat illegal immigration’ which considered the inclusion of countries of origin and
transit as a fundamental objective (Araujo 2011; Papadopoulos et al. 2008). First actions
consisted in the deployment of Immigration Liaison Officers (ILOs) tasked with the collec-
tion of information on migration itineraries in North and West African countries, as well as
providing technical and economic support to fight human trafficking in these states. During
these years, however, the main debates in Europe concerned the relationship between the
requests made to third countries to be more active in controlling their emigration move-
ments and the provision of development aid—a tool which has been increasingly misused
as a bargain to force negotiation with third countries. This debate peaked at the Council
of Seville in 2002, where authorities from Spain and the United Kingdom proposed the
reduction of development aid to those countries who were deemed not conforming with
borders control duties as laid out in bilateral agreements (Araujo 2011). While this proposal
was rejected, the Council agreed to regularly assess compliance with these agreements and
to consider sanctions which, nonetheless, were not to be targeted at development aid.

During the following years, migration from third countries lost its prominent position
in the domestic agenda of most European countries, leading to a significant delay in the
development of a common approach to migration. In 2005, this situation was due to change
when the so-called Asalto Masivo marked a crucial turning point in the future of European
migration management. Fourteen migrants were shot dead by police forces as thousands
of migrants tried to jump the border fences of the Spanish exclaves of Ceuta and Melilla
(Andersson 2014). After this episode, Morocco raided the migrant camps near Ceuta and
Melilla and brutally expelled their inhabitants to the desert or to their countries of origin.
The Asalto Masivo and the inhuman repression of Moroccan authorities caused a general
outcry in the European public opinion. Regardless, in the meantime, Morocco displaced
thousands of migrants southward along the Atlantic coast and caused a major shift in the
itineraries taken by people who tried to reach the Canary Islands (Casas-Cortes et al. 2016).
From that moment, most migrants chose to embark further south on fragile Cayucos and
Pirogues from Mauritania, as alternatives to the Western Sahara coast, a much longer and
life-threatening journey.

During the same year, the events of Ceuta and Melilla convinced the European Council
to hold an informal reunion at Hampton Court (European Council 2005). This meeting,
in light of the emotional response to the Asalto Masivo, led to the development of the first
guidelines of a new migration policy, which resulted in a formal draft of the European
Commission for the next European summit (European Commission 2005). At that point,
authorities in the EU were mostly convinced of the importance to develop a border pol-
icy capable of tracing migrants’ itineraries and translating them into manageable routes
(Casas-Cortes et al. 2016). Eventually, the proposal was approved in 2005 and became the
comprehensive and holistic migration policy framework known as the ‘Global Approach
to Migration’, later renamed as the current ‘Global Approach to Migration and Mobility’
(European Commission 2011; European Council 2005).

For the first time, the Global Approach to Migration introduced a common policy
framework that aimed to replace the previous bilateral agreements with a new form of
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multilateral cooperation with third countries of migration origin and transit in order
to efficiently transfer the responsibility of border control activities away from Europe’s
external boundaries (Casas-Cortes et al. 2016). The vision behind this approach was to
implement a flexible and rapidly adaptive system to control migration flows according
to the shifts in migrants’ itineraries. To achieve this objective, migrants’ itineraries were
extensively mapped and turned into governable routes, where their mobility patterns
became divided into categories of countries of transit, origin, and of arrival (Poutignat and
Streiff-Fénart 2010). The overarching framework of the European Union can be synthesized
in two main pillars (Boswell 2003). On one side, it envisaged a security-oriented approach
whose main goal is the overall reduction of—undocumented—migrant arrivals on its
territory. On the other side, it was also designed to promote a preventive approach through
economic development in countries of origin as, by doing so, Europe sought to tackle the
root causes behind migration.

To implement the new strategy involving third countries, the EU started to negotiate
‘mobility partnerships’ (MPs), a new form of multilateral agreement in the field of migration
control. These partnerships entailed the European security agenda, requiring cooperating
countries to sign readmission agreements, strengthen their border control capacities, and
to increase their effort against undocumented migration. Besides providing the necessary
training, resources, and equipment to implement this strategy, the EU on its part offered
third country citizens new legal migration channels for work and study purposes in Europe
(Reslow 2012).

Spain became an early precursor and the leading country in the development of
agreements for the externalization of borders and the outsourcing of border controls. Till
the 1990s, the Spanish border regime with Morocco resembled very much those with
its European neighbors. However, the Schengen agreement, which established a zone
of free movement between European states, required the harmonization of the Member
States’ immigration policies towards third countries (Nessel 2009; Gabrielli 2011). The EU
was aware “that Ceuta and Melilla are vulnerable flanks of Fortress Europe” and Spain
begun with building fences along a two-fold barrier around its exclaves on the African
continent (Harding 2012, p. 148). In the early years of implementation of the Schengen area,
academics such as James Hathaway (1993) warned that the harmonization of migration
policies and the increased difficulty to cross borders would make it challenging for refugees
to receive international protection on European territory. However, the EU continued to
strengthen its external borders and, in 2005, created the European Agency for the Integrated
Border Management (Frontex).

After implementing controls at the Spanish–Moroccan border, itineraries across the
Strait of Gibraltar became increasingly difficult and eventually led migrants to choose
longer and more dangerous journeys. Soon, migrants moved south, embarking on small
Cayucos and Pirogues from the Mauritanian shores to the Spanish Canary Islands (Nessel
2009; Cross 2013). Consequently, following the arrival of the first Cayucos on the Canary
Islands, Spanish authorities negotiated bilateral cooperation with Mauritania to establish
joint patrols with Frontex in the Atlantic. From that moment, Spain begun to largely
involve third countries in the West African region in its migration strategy. In 2005, Spanish
authorities officially adopted the so-called ‘Plan Africa’, an approach aimed at setting
up cooperation agreements in the area of migration policy with North and West African
countries who in turn benefited from increased funds for development aid and of quotas
for temporary or circular migration schemes (Dünnwald 2015).

Over time, the EU adopted various policies and soft tools to enhance its capacity
to manage migration movements before these were able to arrive at its external borders.
Framed under the concept of border externalization and the outsourcing of border controls
to third countries, it is useful to highlight the most significant instruments used by Europe
in the process of transferring control functions to West Africa and, more importantly,
shifting the focus away from the European borders.
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First, it is important to remember how the adoption of visa requirements is perhaps the
main and most powerful tool available to a country for implementing immigration control
(Cuttitta 2015). The establishment of a rigid visa system is consistent with the border
reworking process and is directly aimed at constructing a selective and differentiating
access to the EU by allowing entry only to ‘desirable’ individuals. Thus, the EU drew
Schengen lists of third countries to define whose citizens require or do not require a visa
permit to enter Europe. In this way, while a potential migrant is still in their country
of origin, the Member State’s consular offices become responsible for examining each
application and to decide whether to grant or deny the possibility of accessing Europe.

The negotiation of readmission agreements has progressively gained a fundamental
role in European migration policies as it is a mandatory requirement for Member States to
deport undocumented migrants. While readmission agreements are commonly bilateral
contracts, the EU’s effort to create a multilateral approach aimed at implementing readmis-
sion into its new Mobility Partnerships. In general, readmission agreements have evolved
over the years and, today, depending on the type of obligation, they are commonly divided
into two categories. In the first typology, the signing country is committed to accepting
only the return of its own citizens. The second typology, instead, the so-called ‘second
generation’ agreements, are negotiated between the EU and countries of migration transit.
These new agreements introduced the specific obligation to readmit also individuals who
hold a different citizenship of the signing state, as long as it can be proven that the migrant
has passed through its territory. The first readmission agreements were signed between
Morocco and Spain in the early 1990s, whereas from the early 2000s, these arrangements
have been extended to other sub-Saharan and African countries (Nessel 2009).

Alongside these soft tools, the EU promoted border police cooperation with third
countries to support patrolling activities of migration routes, to control travel documents,
and to train local border forces (Papadopoulos et al. 2008). Until the early 2000s, migrants’
most common itinerary from sub-Saharan countries targeted Morocco. This changed soon
after, when Spanish authorities decided to sign an early bilateral agreement on police coop-
eration with Morocco (Gabrielli 2011). Since 2004, Spanish and Moroccan police also begun
to conduct regular joint patrols and coordinated their efforts to contrast undocumented
border crossings. After migrants’ itineraries shifted southward, Spanish and Mauritanian
authorities signed an agreement to deter undocumented migration and enhance migration
controls (Andersson 2014). In a short time, airplanes and radar technology were supplied
by the Spanish Government to the Mauritanian police in order to monitor international
waters between Mauritania and the Canary Islands (Nessel 2009).

Hence, a new defensive and lethal border control system was established with the
deployment of Frontex joint operations to prevent vessels from reaching European ter-
ritorial waters near the Canary Islands. These joint operations are characterized by the
leading position of one European Member State, with Frontex serving as the coordinating
agency, and employ a wide array of technological instruments, including satellite and
drone surveillance, to control and stop migrants (Dünnwald 2011). Soon, many joint
operations were deployed in the area between the Canary Islands and the African shores,
in the Strait of Gibraltar, and several others in the Mediterranean Sea. In particular, as
highlighted in the next section, from 2006, the operation HERA strengthened surveillance
over the Atlantic Sea between the Canary Islands and the Mauritanian–Senegalese coast
(Cross 2013). During these activities in international waters, international sea law obliges
vessels to rescue migrants who are in distress and conduct them to the nearest safe har-
bor. When people are rescued in the European territorial waters, or if they disembark
on European territory, migrants can claim for asylum while being protected by the non-
refoulment principle. To avoid this outcome, Frontex operations were mainly deployed in
Senegalese–Mauritanian sovereign waters as then migrants could be directly handed over
to African countries’ responsibility. Notably, the case of the ‘Marine One’ boat, which was
refouled to Mauritania, represents a significant example of the Spanish motives behind
these operations. The Marine One was rescued in Spanish territorial waters while carrying
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around 400 migrants; the boat did not transit Mauritanian sovereign waters but, regardless,
these migrants disembarked and were detained in Mauritania for several months (Bensaâd
2008). The European narrative, however, continued to justify these operations as being
concerned with saving human lives. In this sense, Europe sees itself as a humanitarian
actor and defends the necessity of aerial and maritime patrolling of the Senegalese and
Mauritanian shores (Harding 2012). Nonetheless, it is arguable whether forcing migrants
to abandon sea journeys for the more dangerous itineraries through the desert could be
justified as a humanitarian act.

3. Shifting Itineraries and Border Externalization in North and West Africa

The impact of the fence jumps of 2005 at Ceuta and Melilla also had significant
repercussions on the migrant itineraries and migration policies of the entire North and
West African region. In the aftermath of the Asalto Masivo, the Moroccan police reacted
by proceeding with violent roundups of sub-Saharan migrants and deported them to the
village of Oujda at the border with Algeria (Andersson 2014; Dünnwald 2011). These
deportations to the desert, which continued for several years, were strongly criticized and
considered as “forced returns that take place outside any legal framework” (Lambert and
Clochard 2015, p. 122). Furthermore, Moroccan forces have been alleged to rob, beat, and
rape migrants before abandoning them in the desert of Oujda (Harding 2012). Sandra
Gil Araujo (2011) gave a wider account of how deportations have been carried out by the
Moroccan authorities. Police forces regularly executed raids in the Medinas, especially of
Tangier, targeting the quarters where sub-Saharan migrants settled. Afterwards, migrants
were treated with brutal force and were denied food and water before being loaded onto
the trucks and sent to the closed border with Algeria. In other cases, people were sent south
in the desert and left without supplies (Andersson 2014). The repeated appeals made by
humanitarian organizations, who denounced these serious racialized violations of human
rights suffered by sub-Saharan migrants, have fallen on deaf ears.

As a consequence, migrants soon considered this path as increasingly hazardous to
choose and moved their itineraries further south, away from the Strait of Gibraltar and
Ceuta and Melilla. Hence, Mauritania rapidly entered the spotlight of European migration
management (Gabrielli 2016; Harding 2012). Migrants attempted to reach by boat the
Spanish Canary Islands as these were located in the Atlantic Sea and 100–400 km away
from the African coasts (Dünnwald 2015). First, migrants departed from the Moroccan-
occupied Western Sahara coast, but the surveillance of the coastline against migrants was
soon extended also to this area (Cross 2013). Therefore, between 2005 and 2007, migrants
moved the starting point of their journeys to the Canary Islands farther south near the
cities of Nouadhibou and Nouakchott in Mauritania (Nessel 2009). Pirogues and Cayucos
were again the little boats used by thousands of migrants for their long and hazardous
sea-crossings.

In the meanwhile, as the EU failed in its attempts to negotiate the first Mobility
Partnerships with third countries, the European Commission and Member States begun
their efforts to introduce the concept of ‘illegal’ movement in West African countries.
Historically, the West African region has been characterized by its habitual cross-border
movements, which still represent an important voice in the economy and the culture
of the area. The introduction of a concept like ‘illegal’ border crossings, thus, did not
exclusively regard the policy-level of adopting new regulations. The specific context of
West African countries meant that implementing new border control systems and actively
regulating movements encountered significantly varying degrees of interest. From this
point of view, West African countries were able to exercise their agency and approached
European pressures by evaluating the potential benefits or problems associated with their
demands. However, as highlighted by the contrasting cases of Mauritania and Mali, the
response could be subject to substantial differences and misuse. While the EU did not take
into account the local background and, in particular, the potential impact of its policies
on West African societies, the ‘illegalization’ of migrants risked exacerbating previous
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ethnic tensions in the region. In fact, as will be discussed in the case of Mauritania, the
illegalization of migrants was achieved by implementing a racialized profile which targeted
the Haratine minority. Nevertheless, ethnic tensions may not automatically lead to such
outcomes. In the case of Mali, in the years preceding the civil war, while it was suffering
severe ethnic hostilities, the country’s specific relationship with migration and its active
civil society represented some of reasons for which the concept of ‘illegal’ movement was
not regarded as desirable.

3.1. Mauritania

Mauritania was one the very first countries in West Africa to become a policy labora-
tory for the introduction of the European border externalization. The change in migration
itineraries and the country’s specific position as an obligatory passage from West Africa
to the Maghreb region and its relative proximity to the Canary Islands made Mauritania
a strategic partner for Europe. Before this major transformation, however, migration in
Mauritania has always been linked to traditional customs as, until the 1970s, the country
was characterized to a large extent by nomadism (Dünnwald 2014; Bensaâd 2008). This
aspect of the Mauritanian culture remained, during more recent times, as the state neither
formally controlled migration nor considered undocumented border-crossing as something
‘illegal’. When the itineraries of migrants moved south and the boats begun to depart from
the ports of Nouadhibou and Nouakchott, Europe rapidly shifted its security-oriented
attention to Mauritania’s porous borders and the freedom of movement that it granted
to foreigners (Poutignat and Streiff-Fénart 2010). The EU and the Spanish government
recognized, therefore, the importance of promoting an artificial illegalization of the infor-
mal migration existing in Mauritania (Bensaâd 2008). In contrast to other neighboring
countries—in particular, to Mali—the lack of a diaspora abroad influenced the behavior
of Mauritania’s governments, its population, and civil society organizations, who did not
perceive migration as a relevant issue.

Mauritania was a member of ECOWAS, which created an economic space of free
movement for goods, services, and to be progressively extended to people. However,
Mauritania left ECOWAS in 1999, but maintained free movement agreements with Senegal
and Mali. This choice had its well-founded reasons as informal and seasonal movements
were fundamental in the lives of West African populations and the borders inherited by
the former colonial powers arbitrarily divided pre-existing societies (Andersson 2014;
Tamburini and Vernassa 2010). Thus, border crossings in this region were not perceived
as illegal by the local populations, as they were part of normal life for many West African
countries (Dünnwald 2015).

Mauritania is commonly categorized as a rentier state because the country’s economy
mostly relies on the rents deriving from its natural resources and its strategic contact
position between North and West Africa (Cross 2013; Tamburini and Vernassa 2010). Fur-
thermore, Mauritania’s society is historically characterized by strong ethnic segmentation
due to its history of widespread slavery, which still affects the current socio-political rela-
tionships (Dünnwald 2014; Bensaâd 2008). The country’s population is divided between
the black Haratine minority, who live mostly in the south of the country along the Senegal
river, and the majoritarian Beidanes of Arab ethnicity, who live in the cities and the north
(Andersson 2014). The Beidanes-Moors represented the political elite of the country and
forcefully imposed their dominance of the poor population of the Haratine minority, which
was increasingly pushed southward along the Senegal river. More recently, a conflict
between Senegal and Mauritania in the 1990s became an opportunity for the racialized
displacement of tens of thousands of Mauritanian Haratines to Senegal and Mali. While
the conflict soon calmed down, the introduction of a figure of an ‘irregular’ migrant, which
immediately became identified with people of black ethnicity, was considered to be at
extremely high risk of inflaming once more ethnic tensions (Bensaâd 2008).

In the framework of the ‘Plan Africa’ and the wider European GAMM, the Spanish
authorities coordinated their efforts to stop the journeys to the Canary Islands by offering
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development aid and equipment to Mauritania in exchange for their cooperation. In 2005,
the Spanish Government increased the number of sea patrols around the Canary Islands,
which, in 2006, became the cornerstone of the new HERA I operation coordinated by
Frontex. Soon after, the operations HERA II and III followed and Mauritania was supplied
with technological equipment to enhance its border surveillance and interception capacities
(Cross 2013). Nonetheless, initially these measures failed to obtain their goal as arrivals
increased to their maximum height of 30,000 people in 2006 (Dünnwald 2014; Harding
2012). Therefore, Spain quickly decided to extend its control activities to the Mauritanian
territory and found there a conveniently favorable political context. During these years,
authorities in Mauritania were particularly open to cooperation as the country was eager
to regain international recognition after the two coups d’état of 2005 and 2008 (Poutig-
nat and Streiff-Fénart 2010). In 2006, Spain and Mauritania negotiated two agreements
which, moreover, also entailed the deployment of 250 Guardia Civil police forces in Nouak-
choot and Nouadhibou (Dünnwald 2015). Additionally, Spain supported the Mauritanian
Gendarmerie by sending surveillance equipment, such as helicopters and night vision
goggles (Andersson 2014; Cross 2013). In particular, a detention center was established by
Spain in the dismissed school compound no. 6 in Nouadhibou and was called Centro de
Estancia Temporal de los Inmigrantes. Rather, this center was largely known and referred to
as ‘Guantanamito’ by Mauritanian citizens and migrants themselves (Andersson 2014;
Dünnwald 2015; Harding 2012). In fact, Mauritania at that time had no laws against illegal
migration until 2010, thence, unfortunately making the name ‘Guantanamito’ fitting for
this out of law condition. The former Malian minister for Culture and Tourism, Aminata
Traoré (2007), argued that Africa was in the process of becoming a prison due to these de-
tention centers built or financed by Europe on the continent. Furthermore, the Mauritanian
shores were controlled by joint patrols between the Mauritanian Gendarmerie and Spanish
forces. In particular, the EU enhanced Mauritania’s border surveillance and migration
control activities with EUR 8 million through the European Development Fund and the
more security-oriented Instrument for Stability between 2008 and 2013 (Frowd 2014).

In 2009, the number of arrivals to the Canary Islands reduced substantially as the
HERA operation was said to be responsible for halting almost entirely these journeys
(Dünnwald 2011). HERA was praised for its ability to patrol and intercept migrant vessels
and has been described by Frontex as its most successful joint operation to date (Frontex
2009). However, the self-proclaimed ‘success’ of the operation did not interrupt movements
to Europe and did not save the lives of migrants. Instead, the only result achieved by
Frontex’s intervention seems to have made, overall, itineraries more perilous (Van Houtum
2010). Furthermore, the HERA operations and the bilateral agreements signed successively
with Senegal continued to broaden the scope of surveillance and interception activities.
Consequently, this made also the Senegalese coast troublesome to embark for the Canary
Islands, and migrants partly moved further south on even more dangerous and longer
itineraries from Gambia and Guinea to reach these Islands.

The European Union managed to successfully incorporate Mauritania into its mi-
gration regime for its strategic position as the country became the desired “buffer zone
between Africa and Europe” (Cross 2013, p. 90). The expansion of migration control over
the Mauritanian territory also entailed routine raids in Nouadhibou’s migrant quarters.
These roundups filled ‘Guantanamito’ with those presumed to be migrants intending to
move towards Europe. Successively, these—alleged—migrants were deported to the Sene-
galese and Malian border, respectively, in Rosso and Nioro (Andersson 2014; Cross 2013).
The latent racism between Haratines and Beidanes, as described before, was fueled by
the introduction of a criminalized ‘illegal’ migrant (Dünnwald 2014, 2015). This situation,
caused by the Spanish and European intervention, led to a racialized surveillance regime
which arbitrarily criminalized black Haratines as potential illegal migrants. In fact, the
normal presence of informal migration from neighboring countries in Mauritania made
it impossible and unreasonable to determine who, eventually, was planning to migrate
towards Europe. Therefore, this migration regime was set to target all those who might
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look like a ‘black’ sub-Saharan migrant, as in the case of the Mauritanian Haratines. This
was a consequence of creating also in Mauritania an image of the illegal migrant as a
black individual from sub-Saharan Africa, worsening even more the already racialized
relationships in the Mauritanian society (Cross 2013).

Stephan Dünnwald (2015) conducted in 2012 fieldwork in Mauritania, which acknowl-
edged the increased violence and harassment against foreign citizens, even if they were
legally residing in the country. An atmosphere of fear reigned among ‘legal’ migrants of
black ethnicity as arbitrary arrests were rolled out on a regular basis. These people, who
possessed the required legal documents, suffered temporary detentions in overcrowded
prison facilities which even lacked food and water. Indeed, this procedure was defined by
Andersson (2014, p. 114) as the “numbers game”: when ‘real’, irregular migrants were too
scarce, numbers were inflated through arbitrary arrests of legal migrants in order to show
European donors the utility of their activities (see also Harding 2012). However, if the
police deemed an individual as being illegally in Mauritania, she or he was, in most cases,
deported to Rosso, a Senegalese border town. From there, migrants usually just re-entered
Mauritania but were deprived of all their possessions by the Mauritanian police.

Further, through this approach, Mauritanian forces arrested migrants originating from
Mali and Senegal. Hence, the country broke the bilateral contracts on free movement
previously signed with its neighbors, by detaining their citizens in ‘Guantanamito’ and
finally deporting them to the respective borders (APDHA/AME 2009; Cross 2013). Some
NGOs denounced the participation of European actors in these violent abuses of human
rights perpetrated against migrants, but allegations were rejected by Spanish authorities
and attributed to Mauritanian authorities (APDHA/AME 2009). Meanwhile, the EU
continued to finance this migration regime even after 2009, to expand the control of
migration flows in Mauritania. In particular, in 2010, approximately 45 new border posts
were built along the borders with Senegal and Mali, thus becoming the only legal entry
points to the country (Frowd 2014). Eventually, whereas ‘Guantanamito’ was praised by
the Spanish authorities, by 2010, the Mauritanian Gendarmerie dismantled all furniture
and equipment for their own use, leaving it ruined and abandoned (Andersson 2014).

3.2. Mali

With the expansion of the border externalization and the outsourcing of border patrol
to countries along the West African coast, migratory itineraries shifted to another sea, the
internal sea of Africa: the Sahara (Andersson 2014; Gatti 2007). Following the movements
taken by migrants, European efforts begun to focus on Mali with the aim of integrating the
country into its externalized border regime. The nature and the outcome of this process,
however, is of particular interest if it is compared with the racialized migration regime put
in place in the neighboring Mauritania. For a long time, the democracy in Mali has been
considered erroneously as an outstanding case of institutional best-practice in West Africa
and the outbreak of the civil war in 2012 was often viewed as an unforeseen event (Sangaré
and McSparren 2018). However, the rapid political disintegration caused by the war was
the outcome of a protracted condition of insecurity and tensions rising in the country.

Ethnically divided among their historical roles as pastoralists and cultivators, droughts
and the effects of climate change worsened resource-based conflicts by reducing available
fertile lands (Pelckmans 2015). Often inexistent at the local level, the authority of the state
served to increase the feeling of insecurity and the emergence of militias with the aim
of defending their scarce livelihoods. Moreover, desertification made access to water for
agriculture and livestock a pressing issue, forcing pastoralists to abandon their nomadic
customs and settle down permanently where they found a suitable place with water sources.
The population in Mali is segmented between the Mande ethnicity, which represents the
majority of the country, with over 50%; the Peuhl or Fulbe, Voltaic, Tuareg, and the Soninké,
who together constitute the complex ethnic mosaic in Mali (Sangaré and McSparren 2018).
Traditionally separated along the distinction between nomadic pastoralists and sedentary
farmers, ethnic-based conflicts have repeatedly occurred in Mali’s history. However, ethnic
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tensions had no impact on the country’s relationship with migration and a process of
racialized illegalization, in contrast to Mauritania, did not occur. Following the path of
Europe’s border externalization efforts in Mali, it is remarkable to note the role played by
its diaspora and their remittances, by the very active civil society organizations, as well as
by its strong need for regional integration. All these elements combined made migration
a sensible topic and the introduction of policies aimed at restricting movement neither
desirable nor useful from the Malian point of view.

Mali represents a peculiar example for its socio-political reaction towards the European
border externalization: less compliant, yet open to negotiate if their demands were met.
The country occupies a strategic position as it is both a significant point of origin and of
transit for people coming from Congo, Cameroon, and other African states. However,
movements from—and passing through—Mali towards Europe, and particularly to France,
started comparatively late in the mid-nineties and only witnessed an increase between 2002
and 2006 (Dünnwald 2011). Nevertheless, an early attempt to introduce in Mali, and other
West African countries, the concept of ‘illegal’ migration was conducted by an Italian NGO
called CISP (International Committee for the Development of Peoples). The CISP, financed
by the European Commission, has cooperated with six West African countries and the IOM
since 2004 by organizing awareness campaigns to warn over the risks of undocumented
migration towards Europe. Till the events of Ceuta and Melilla in 2005, these campaigns
had a rather small audience. In particular, Mali is a straightforward case of the inherent
difficulties of introducing the notion of ‘illegal’ movements, as its society is historically
bound to migration in the West African region (Idrissa 2019). It is estimated, in fact, that a
third of the country’s population habitually works and resides on a seasonal basis in the
neighboring states such as in the case of the Ivory Coast.

Nonetheless, the events of Ceuta and Melilla in 2005 had meaningful consequences
also in Mali. First, Morocco deported and returned 400 Malian citizens as an immediate
reaction against sub-Saharan migrants. In the following months, Mauritania also started
to return migrants to the Senegalese and Malian border. However, while Senegal quickly
refused to accept these indiscriminate deportations, Mali continued to tolerate this prac-
tice and became critically labelled for this reason as the ‘African dustbin’ (Vincent 2010).
Successively, in 2006, the EU and other international agencies, such as the UNHCR and
IOM, begun to influence the Malian government by attempting to create awareness of the
risks of undocumented migration (Dünnwald 2015). This task, however, needed to face
the fact that Malian society is characterized by its considerable diaspora, with more than a
third of its population residing in other West African countries (Idrissa 2019). Because of
the prominent role of its diaspora, Mali has been one of the most convinced supporters
of the ECOWAS community. While its diaspora mostly depends on seasonal work in the
West African region, Mali also requires the qualified immigrants who habitually arrive
from the neighboring Senegal and the Ivory Coast. Consequently, in order to realize the
GAMM guidelines, the EU needed to deploy a significant effort to convince the Malian
government of the usefulness of its border policies. Considerable persuasion work was
needed to demonstrate the existence of benefits to negotiate agreements entailing surveil-
lance, readmission clauses, and border controls. In fact, the large diaspora and the strong
economic dependence on maintaining free movement with its neighbors represented a
considerable disincentive for Mali to introduce restrictive migration policies (Trauner and
Deimel 2013).

Till the 1970s, the former colonial power of France granted the right of free movement
to Malian citizens. From that moment, however, France adopted progressively constrained
immigration policies and introduced specific visa requirements. After the 2005 events of
Ceuta and Melilla—and the following European pressure on countries of origin and of
transit—France attempted to negotiate a bilateral readmission agreement with Mali. The
French Government linked the agreement to the extension of development aid projects,
whereas Mali, due to the value attributed to its diaspora, demanded an annual regular-
ization program for 1500 Malian sans papiers living in France (Trauner and Deimel 2013).
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The negotiation quickly became a major topic in the public debate, with many civil society
organizations campaigning against the approval of the readmission agreement. When
the agreement was finally due to be approved, the increasing popular criticism led the
Malian President Amadou Toumani Touré to refuse to sign the agreement (Gatti 2007). As
a retaliation, France interrupted the Co-développement projects and reduced development
aid to Mali (Dünnwald 2011).

In the meantime, the Spanish authorities sought to create new ties with Mali and
likewise try to establish a bilateral readmission agreement. Spain’s history of diplomatic
relations with Mali commenced only in 2006, when, in conformity with its ‘Plan Africa’, it
opened an embassy in Bamako (Andersson 2014). In this case, the two countries managed
straightaway to sign the readmission agreement, which included a quota of 800 Malian
temporary migrants per year allowed to work in Spain (Trauner and Deimel 2013). In
contrast to France, Spain profited from the fact that its image was not that of the former
colonial power in the Malian public opinion. Furthermore, no significant Malian diaspora
lived in Spain. Nonetheless, the Spanish Government soon interrupted the program for
temporary workers after accepting only 26 Malian citizens, but insisted on continuing
repatriations in the first years after the agreement (Dünnwald 2015).

The EU was a rather irrelevant actor in Mali’s migration policy until 2008. Never-
theless, with the Rabat summit of 2006 the European Commission, delegates from Mali,
Spain, and France, together with ECOWAS representatives, agreed to open the Centre
d’Information et de la Gestion des Migrations (CIGEM) bureau in Bamako (Commission
2008). Dünnwald (2011, 2015) illustrated the curious history of this center, which opened
in 2008 and was financed by the European Commission with EUR 10 million from the
fund for development aid (Commission 2008). Its main duty was to pave the way for
a new migration policy and to organize guestworker programs towards Europe—a task
which, however, was quickly rejected by European states (Idrissa 2019). Afterwards, the
center was limited to elaborate awareness campaigns over the risks of illegal migration
and offered counselling to returnees (Trauner and Deimel 2013). However, none of these
programs achieved particular success. The CIGEM was closed without notice in 2014, and
its website removed was from the internet. The EU also funded a project to establish 17
new border zones along the Malian boundaries, partly co-financed with Spain. However,
as Dünnwald (2015) reports from his fieldwork in Mali, rumors argued that most of the
donated materials for this project, such as 4 × 4 vehicles and computers, never reached
their destination and, eventually, that previous border crossing habits never changed.

The comparison between Mali and Mauritania highlights the significant differences
in the European engagement with third countries in its efforts that aimed to implement
border externalization measures. First, the EU itself lacked a real intention to push for a
strong cooperation with Mali, as the case with the CIGEM demonstrated, and potential
agreements were mainly negotiated by individual Member States. A plausible explanation
is that concurrent circumstances occurring on the Mediterranean and the Atlantic Sea were
more pressing and shifted the political priorities of European institutions (Cross 2013).
Moreover, Mali’s geographic position played a crucial role as the country is particularly
integrated with its neighbors. Migration, thus, represents an essential issue because of
the presence of a significant diaspora and the importance of seasonal migration for the
countries’ economy—characteristics which were absent in the case of Mauritania. While
negotiating migration cooperation agreements, Malian authorities needed to carefully
consider the consequent social and economic costs of, for example, accepting readmission
obligations for its diaspora. The impact of these policies on the transnational ties of its
community abroad is also reflected, as we have seen, by the very active Malian civil society
and its protest against previous negotiations with France. On the other hand, countries like
Mauritania, who lack the existence of a consistent diaspora, seem to have not experienced
the same concerns regarding the negative consequences of readmission agreements. In
this sense, Mauritania was able to favor other aspects which were deemed to be more
beneficial by cooperating on migration control, such as improving its international image
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after the coups d’état of 2005 and 2008. The presence of Arab ethnic majorities holding
the political power has reportedly caused the common use of racial profiling during
migration control activities which targeted and criminalized black sub-Saharan migrants.
Historically, the Beidan political elite in Mauritania fostered its dominant position while the
Haratine community and other ethnic minorities faced severe discrimination and recurrent
displacements. In an effort to demonstrate the efficiency of Mauritania’s commitment to
its European partners as a West African ‘gatekeeper’, migrants and local communities
were increasingly subjected to arbitrary arrests and deportations only because of the color
of their skin. Instead, in a non-Arab country such as Mali, this was obviously neither
possible nor desired. While ethnic hierarchies and tensions affect Malian society as well,
the strong link with regional movements and its diaspora seem to have excluded migration
from the ongoing confrontation. Eventually, the negligent process behind the European
border externalization did not take into consideration the very different country-based
contexts in West Africa, exposing, unfortunately, local societies to dangerous consequences,
as revealed by the racialized illegalization that occurred in Mauritania. West African
countries, nonetheless, are not just passive actors and do retain their own agency in this
field. Despite the repressive reaction of France, which suspended Co-développement projects
after the Malian refusal to sign a bilateral cooperation agreement, it is difficult to determine
a clear response of European actors in case of rejection. A wider analysis, which includes
more countries in the area, could investigate the indirect consequences of cooperation on
migration control and provide some interesting insight into the policy implications both
for migrants and local societies.

4. Conclusions

In the late 1990s, European countries recognized the inherent limits of a migration
strategy based only on strengthening Europe’s external borders. During the following
years, the European Union developed a far more articulated approach and began to actively
engage third countries in a broad process that aimed to externalize Europe’s borders and
outsource its border patrol functions. Generally viewed as a migrant-sending region, West
Africa soon became a key partner in the new European project to intervene on migrant
itineraries before these were able to reach Europe. Among the many instruments deployed
by the EU in its cooperation with third countries, this article examined the major role played
by policies which implemented efficient border controls in countries of migration transit
and of origin. In particular, what emerged from the analysis of the cases of Mauritania
and Mali is that the ‘success’—from a European perspective—of introducing the concept
of ‘illegal’ movements depended on the social and ethnic background of each country.
Moreover, in a geographical area which is historically characterized by free cross-border
movements, such as West Africa, the illegalization of migration is exposed to the risk of
harming ethnic minorities through a racialized portrayal of sub-Saharan migrants.

The European Union, with Spain as its forerunner, established a growing number of
policies and agreements to stop migrants before these could leave or pass through the West
African region. The Global Approach to Migration and Mobility gradually designed a set
of multilateral mechanisms which offered the required flexibility to constantly adapt to
the shifting itineraries of migrants. Thus, the pathways taken by migrants were divided
into manageable and governable routes through the categorization of countries in places of
‘transit’, ‘origin’, and ‘destination’. New agreements, called Mobility Partnerships, were
proposed to third countries and entailed a dual approach backing the main objective of
externalizing migration control. On one side, the EU required third countries to accept
a series of security-oriented measures, such as readmission agreements, the deployment
of joint patrols, and to increase border control capacities. On the other side, the use
of development aid and the creation of new opportunities for legal—but temporary—
migration was considered to tackle what Europe judged to be the root causes of migration,
notably poverty and unemployment, and to bargain the favor of third countries’ authorities.
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In Europe, the processes of illegalization were commonly connected to the extensive
use of rhetorical strategies employed by media and politicians to depict and identify
migrants as an external threat. Over the years, the enforcement of Europe’s external
borders in the Mediterranean and the Balkans performed the function of producing the so-
called ‘border spectacle’, which made the confrontation between undocumented migrants
and the border police a powerful representation of migrant’s ‘illegal’ act of trespassing
borders. The media visibility of such a narrative served as a crucial step in the construction
of a racialized image of the ‘illegal’ sub-Saharan migrant. Nonetheless, the progressive
implementation of border externalization agreements in West Africa went along with a
new and less spectacularized illegalization of migration. Seen from the perspective of
the European public, the illegalization and the mechanisms to combat undocumented
migration have become increasingly hidden behind what this article called the border
spectacle’s curtain. Away from the spotlight, the curtain conceals the dangerous impact
of new approaches to stop migration from West African countries arriving at Europe’s
borders.

Mauritania and Mali have been selected as case studies to highlight the consequences
of the intricate implementation of European migration control strategies in West Africa.
The analysis of the specific context of only two countries represents a limit of this research
in regard to the wider implications for the entire West African area and the cooperation in
the field of border control policies. Moreover, the focus and the reflection offered by this
contribution has been circumscribed to aspects which pertain directly to the introduction
or refusal of border control activities in a region where these were not present before. These
experiences might not apply to other countries in the area, nor do they aim to cover the
more complex nature of cooperation agreements and the role played by development funds
in the field of border security and migration control.

The main insight resulting from this investigation suggests the impossibility and the
dangers of applying a one-size-fits-all policy approach to the countries in the West African
region. The complexity behind the dynamics of new border control policies cannot point
to a uniform assessment of the potential consequences as each country requires a specific
analysis. This issue should specifically inform researchers who investigate the impact of the
European border externalization in West Africa or in other areas of the African continent.
More importantly, policymakers should be aware of the socio-political contexts which
are the object of their policies as several factors influence the outcome of introducing the
concept of ‘illegal’ movement. As acknowledged in this study, a major role was played
in this regard by different elements, such as the presence of a strong diaspora, a previous
history of ethnic conflicts, and of how migration is perceived in the public opinion, by
civil society organizations, or by political elites. Whereas in Mauritania, the illegalization
of migration has been implemented upon pre-existent ethnic tensions in its society, the
Malian context was less inclined to accept new limitations to international movement due
to the peculiar characteristics of Malian society, which is strongly defined by its diaspora.
Eventually, the externalized and outsourced European border strategy in the West African
area only achieved cooperation with those countries who saw a political and economic
benefit from the introduction of illegalization policies. A question which remains open
concerns the broader implications for the social behavior and work patterns as a result
of introducing restrictive border controls and limiting allowed movements. It is unclear
to what extent this will change the landscape of regional West African trajectories and if
it will affect the ECOWAS area of free movement. In the meantime, as border capacity
building projects continue to be implemented, an interesting area of research regards the
analysis of the consequent transformation of local livelihoods which are affected by these
developments. While it is difficult to assess whether European governments succeeded in
achieving a reduction in arrivals on their territories, this strategy has certainly served to
further conceal the increasingly deadlier and hazardous journeys of migrants.
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Abstract: Contemporary European societies are increasingly diverse. Migration both within and
to Europe has contributed over the past decades to the rise of new religious, racial, ethnic, social,
cultural and economic inequality. Such transformations have raised questions about the (multi-level)
governance of diversity in Europe, thus determining new challenges for both scholars and policy-
makers. Whilst the debate around diversity stemming from migration has become a major topic in
urban studies, political science and sociology in Europe, Critical Race Studies and Intersectionality
have become central in US approaches to understanding inequality and social injustice. Among the
fields where ‘managing diversity’ has become particularly pressing, methodological issues on how
to best approach minorities that suffer from multiple discrimination represent some of the hottest
subjects of concern. Stemming from the interest in putting into dialogue the existing American
scholarship on CRT and anti-discrimination with the European focus on migrant integration, this
paper explores the issue of integration in relation to intersectionality by merging the two frames.
In doing so, it provides some observations about the complementarity of a racial justice approach
for facing the new diversity-related challenges in European polity. In particular, it illustrates how
Critical Race Studies can contribute to the analysis of inequality in Europe while drawing on the
integration literature.

Keywords: integration; race; migration; Europe; United States

1. Introduction

In a globalized yet very unequal world, issues of diversity management linked to the
processes that either promote or halt social justice represent an ever more urgent matter. In
recent years increasing attention—both scholarly and from a policy perspective—has been
paid to ethnic, religious and racialized minorities, and to the need for diversity management
stemming from migration flows in particular. One pressing concern for contemporary
democracies is how to cope with changes in the composition of their population and how
to manage inter-group relations, at a time in which Western countries are also confronted
with population aging and with increasing levels of inequality across group lines. Within
this field, European and North American research on migration, multiculturalism, diversity
and integration share questions and ambitions: how to frame and understand persistent
inequalities, immigration and integration patterns through analytical contributions and
evidence-based data. Yet, they remain largely disconnected in their methodologies, debates
and approaches to these issues.

Whilst Europe has seen the concept of super-diversity (Vertovec 2007; Phillimore et al.
2020), a ‘diversification of diversity’ and migrant integration become major topics in urban
studies, political science and sociology; Critical Race Studies and Intersectionality have
become central in US approaches to understanding inequality, racial and social injustice
(Crenshaw et al. 1995, 2019).

What this article proposes to do is to look at the terms and the concepts employed
to deal with diversity, difference and injustice in the two contexts, to try to understand
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whether they are in practice similar, interchangeable, complementary or at odds with
each other or even incompatible. Are we using different terminologies to speak about
similar issues? Or are we employing different analytical tools because the matters studied
are fundamentally different? Can we compare the policies, claims-making and social
movements that rally around the concepts of exclusion and inclusion, race and ethnicity,
integration and immigration, (super)diversity and antidiscrimination in Europe and the
United States?

The following sections provide an overview of how the main concern for these topics
has evolved in recent years in the United States and in Europe, focusing on the development,
understanding and use of the concept of ‘integration’ and what is seen as its opposite. In
terms of methodology, this paper draws mainly on secondary data, tracing and contrasting
the usage of ‘integration’ in different political and scholarly contexts. It, however, also
includes some excerpts from interviews carried out between February and August 2020
to policy-makers, integration experts and media representatives, which were part of the
fieldwork conducted for a broader research project on radicalization, secularism and the
governance of religious diversity.1 What emerges from comparing the main frameworks
employed in continental Europe and the United States are the very different assumptions
that lay at the core of ideas of antidiscrimination, race, ethnicity and, ultimately, who
constitutes the body politics.

2. Locating the Issue

Over the past decades, at a superficial glance at least, it seems that many of the issues
confronted by Europe and the United States in terms of increasing diversity are fundamen-
tally of the same nature. As two of the strongest global economies and liberal democratic
societies which promote themselves as havens of human rights and the rule of law (regard-
less of the actual fulfillment of those self-narratives), it is no surprise that both continue to
be net-immigration countries, attracting immigrants from different world regions. While
the COVID-19 pandemic has temporarily slowed such trend, it is reasonable to expect the
percentage of foreign-born population (currently accounting for approximately 7.7% of
residents in the EU, and for 14.5% in the US) to continue to grow, as well as that of children
born in the EU or the US whose parents are immigrants.

Considering the rising share and number of older people in both places, economists
broadly agree that receiving countries benefit economically and demographically from the
inflow of migrants (Portes 2019), yet immigration is also met with ambivalence, anxiety and
hostility by sectors of majority societies that are concerned with what such developments
mean in terms of broader changes (Hadj Abdou 2020; Triandafyllidou 2020). These fears
and hostility have been mobilized and amplified by political parties and movements
that, while putting forward and anti-immigration propaganda, heavily resort to racially
coded dog-whistle politics and Islamophobic discourses (Haney López 2014, 2016). Former
President Trump’s inflammatory claim that the United States should reject immigrants from
African and Muslim-majority countries, while attracting more people “from countries like
Norway” (BBC 2018) shocked but hardly surprised: the appeal of the alt-right—an appeal
which is widespread way beyond MAGA, Fidezs, the Northern League, the Alternative for
Germany, or the Law and Justice voters—is clearly not a blanket hostility toward foreigners
in general, but rather toward specific ‘othered’ racialized migrants.

In the United States, the Census Bureau projections showing that African Americans,
Asians, Hispanics and other racialized minorities will collectively make up a majority of
the population by 2050, have generated mixed responses, with more Americans saying that
a majority nonwhite population will have a negative impact on conflicts compared to those
who say it will have a positive effect (Parker et al. 2019). The polarization in response to
immigration and racial justice protests such as the 2006 immigrant protests and the Black
Lives Matter movement are certainly not new, but divides have become even more visible
since the killing of George Floyd by a Minneapolis police officer in May 2020.
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Criticism to what is often, pejoratively, labelled as ‘identity politics’ relies on the idea
that a focus on racial, sexual, ethnic or intersectional identity threatens to entrench society
into subnational groupings where minority members receive ‘preferential treatment’, which
in turn polarize and divide (Fukuyama 2018). However, this is invariably grounded on the
assumption that past politics (one dominated exclusively by white men) was not rooted in
identity—that ‘identity’ is an attribute that does not apply to whites. From the perspective
of the still dominant framework that sees the ‘Default Man’ (western, middle-class, white
heterosexual male) as the benchmark of what it means to be ‘integrated’ or to belong to
the ‘mainstream’ (Magazzini 2017; Perry 2014), this starting point is hardly surprising.
This approach has been the framework employed in social sciences, the media and politics
for so long that it is ingrained in a myriad of everyday banal conventions, including
the ways in which we discuss such issues: “The term white is almost always lowercase,
while other ethnic and racial groups are capitalized: Blacks, Latinos, Hispanics, Jews. [
. . . ] the unequal stylistic treatment of the words is part and parcel of the cultural and
political terrain in which the lowercase indicates the taken-for-grantedness that comes with
whiteness” (Hattam 2007, p. xii). The Critical Racial Studies and Intersectional approaches
that have emerged in the United States over the past decades question such premise,
observing that “The marginalized did not create identity politics: their identities have been
forced upon them by dominant groups” (Abrahams 2019).

Meanwhile, in Europe, even as many pro-Europeans gather around the narrative of a
European project that is opposed to the right-wing populism and nationalism that has been
rising over the past decade, some aspects of racial dog whistling have been incorporated
into Europeanism itself (De Genova 2017; Heller et al. 2018). The racial undertones present
in discourses around ‘European identity’ are all the more difficult to address, given that
race remains by and large a taboo in continental Europe, relegated to the history of Nazism,
Fascism and the Second World War.

It is worth noting that European institutions themselves have no competency over
how individual countries define ethnic, racial or national minorities within their territory,
and each country retains the sole capacity to carry out census data collection according
to their own categories (which are in turn shaped by specific historical legacies, which
differ for each country). Speaking about the US and Europe in such broad strokes might
therefore run the risk of flattening both realities—which are rich in complexity, nuances
and contradictions—into generalizations. That being said, one fundamental difference that
can be appreciated between the two contexts is the fact that ‘race/ethnicity’ as a census
category provides, in the United States, a critical tool to assess racial disparities and make
policy decisions, while in Europe it only exists in the UK, with most countries ignoring
the concept altogether and some—such as France—explicitly forbidding any collection or
usage of data referencing race (data protection law 1978, amended in 2004. See Simon
2015).

While in recent years a network of German scholars and activists has written about
and challenged Germany’s attempts to erase the term ‘race’ from the German constitution
(Barskanmaz and Samour 2020; Roig 2021), the uneasiness in using racial categories in EU
countries extends further than the issue of whether census on data collection is allowed or
not. Frédérique Vidal, France’s Minister of Higher Education, has repeatedly dismissed any
call to research racial inequalities and address structural discrimination in higher education
with claims such as “In biology, it has been known for a long time that there is only one
human species and that there are no races” (Vidal 2021). That there is just one human race
is of course indisputable, but such statements (which are widespread in politics at both
the national and EU levels) intentionally misunderstand the claims for racial justice by
ignoring that race, while not a fact of nature, continues to play a fundamental role as a
sociopolitical fact of domination:

Indeed, race is the naturalized effect of a regime of domination orchestrated
according to racialized distinctions and categories, which are themselves so-
ciopolitical contrivances. Thus, race is not a fact of nature so much as a fact of
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racism, a fact of racialized domination, configured historically and continuously
reproduced on a global scale—particularly the historically specific hierarchies
of social power, wealth, and prestige enforced through violent and oppressive
regimes of (European/colonial) white supremacy. (De Genova 2017, p. 6)

The erasure of the term ‘race’ in Europe following the Second World War has not
erased racism, but it has caused it to be largely replaced with the term ‘ethnicity’, which
in turn has been increasingly used interchangeably with the concept of cultural identity
(especially religious identity, i.e., with ‘Arabs’ and ‘Muslims’ being perceived as synonyms).
Therefore, while many continue to experience racism, xenophobia and Islamophobia, the
inability of speaking about race has turned into an inability to speak about racism in Europe,
and to seriously consider affirmative actions as a tool to redress injustices, particularly
related to colonialism (El-Tayeb 2008; Lentin 2008).

Against this background, the perception that an unspecified but implicitly white and
Christian ‘European identity’ is under threat—a claim articulated in terms of culture and
values but rooted in colonialist legacies and race cleavages—has become more prominent in
European right-wing parties. On the other hand, those that present themselves as opposing
such narratives, have so far not seriously engaged with the concept of diversity in any other
terms than gender diversity, as can be seen in the 2019 claim by EU’s Commissioner Ursula
von der Leyen that the newly inaugurated, 27-strong team of all-white commissioners was
“as diverse as Europe is” (Montalto Monella 2019). Indeed, the European Commission’s
political leadership has never come as close to gender parity as its current composition, yet
it has so far not seriously engaged with issues of representativeness of racialized minorities,
that continue to be identified as ‘migrants’, regardless of whether they were born in Europe.

Kundnani, a non-white British writer, has pointed to the fact that the EU’s migration
policy, by focusing on ‘protecting’ a narrowly defined Europe, ends up naturalizing the
idea that whiteness constitutes a fundamental characteristic of ‘Europeanness’ and in doing
so it projects different levels of worth onto different categories of migrants, with those who
are non-white labeled as a threat:

[ . . . ] The most striking expression of this pro-European civilisationalism is
that, as part of Von der Leyen’s ‘geopolitical Commission’, the EU now has a
Commissioner for Promoting our European Way of Life (it was originally ‘for
Protecting our European Way of Life’), Margaritis Schinas. His main responsibil-
ity is to coordinate the Commission’s approach to asylum and migration, which
is largely about keeping migrants out, often using brutal methods that violate
human rights. This makes the EU’s civilisational turn explicit: migration is now
seen not just as a difficult issue to be managed but as a threat to the ‘European
Way of Life’. (Kundnani 2021)

What makes (again, a certain kind of) immigration—in Europe as in the United States—
be perceived as such a threat, if economically there are more advantages than disadvantages
at stake for the receiving societies? Some authors have argued that, with the framing of
migration being generally presented as something that is connected to misery and tragedy
and/or as a phenomenon that should be prevented, “migration is linked to threat, and
immigrants’ experiences are constructed as radically different to those of the rest of society,
which makes it difficult to identify with migrants as equals” (Hadj Abdou 2020, p. 656). It
has also been argued that the rising economic inequality in most Western countries has
“pushed the issue of “social integration” or “social cohesion” up the political agenda; but
so has the general economic and cultural globalization, the flow of migrants across nation
borders and the security concerns after 9/11” (Larsen 2014).

The political playbook of linking migrants to marginality, otherness and insecurity
has been harnessed successfully by parties in Europe as in the United States. It should
not, however, be assumed that these dynamics play out in the same way, nor that the
methodologies and frames employed to pursue ‘social integration’ are the same.
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As ‘unity’ and ‘integration’ have been mobilized in both settings as a remedy to the
increasing (real and/or perceived) polarization and threats of violent radicalization, it is
worth looking into how ‘integration’ is declined differently in the two contexts, and in
which ways and to what extent it relates to issues of immigration, racism and racialization.

3. ‘Integration’ Caught between Race, Ethnicity, Class and Their Intersections

The concept of ‘integration’ has informed much of the political and social science
research on both immigrant settlement and on the struggle for equality of national and/or
racialized minorities in Western countries. Heated debates have spurred over whether
cultural, linguistic, ethnic and religious minorities are ‘integrating enough’, over how
integration varies across immigrant/national minority groups, and on whether the concept
of ‘integration’ is too state-centered or biased to be of much use (Schinkel 2018), or whether
it has simply failed, leading to ‘integration exhaustion’ and ‘race fatigue’ (Cashin 2004;
Hartman and Squires 2009).

In Europe, what has been branded as a ‘two-way integration’ (involving the en-
gagement of the host society as well as of immigrants to foster migrant integration) or
a ‘three-way integration’ (in which the country of origin also plays a role, see Garcés-
Mascareñas and Penninx 2016), has become the standard bearer of the EU’s (as well as
of individual EU countries’) approach to integration. As laid out in the EU’s 2004 Basic
Common Principles for Immigrant Integration Policy “Integration is a dynamic, two-way
process of mutual accommodation by all immigrants and residents of Member States”
(Council of the European Union 2004, p. 17).

Similarly, the introduction to the European Commission’s latest Action plan on Inte-
gration and Inclusion (2021–2027) reads, “The integration process involves the host society,
which should create the opportunities for the immigrants’ full economic, social, cultural,
and political participation. It also involves adaptation by migrants who all have rights and
responsibilities in relation to their new country of residence” (European Commission 2020,
p. 1).

The opportunities to be created by such an integration process are identified in the
pillars of housing, education, employment, health and civic participation (or ‘active citi-
zenship’) which remain the same priorities of previous Action Plans and Strategies: the
same ‘markers and means’ identified in reference to the integration of refugees by Ager
and Strang (2008); the same priorities known as the ‘Zaragoza indicators’, introduced at
a 2010 ministerial conference under the Spanish presidency of the EU and then adopted
in the 2011 European Agenda for the Integration of Third-Country Nationals; the same
indicators that represented the cornerstone of the European Commission 2016 Action Plan
on the Integration of Third Country Nationals, as well as of the EU Framework for national
Roma integration strategies up to 2020 (adopted by the European Commission in 2011).

Among the criticisms brought to this understanding of integration, one issue that
emerges repeatedly is that while individual policy-makers and NGOs working to foster in-
tegration at the local level might be competent, dedicated and well intentioned in providing
migrants, refugees or Roma with equal access to services, in its current form, integration
remains a ‘soft policy’ approach which simply cannot undo nor subvert structural factors
such as institutional discrimination and racial and class inequality (Hellgren 2016; Magazz-
ini 2020). This means that if the concept of ‘integration’ in the European context is to be
usefully employed as a governance technique, its model needs to be rethought to address
multiple issues: normativity, the negative objectification of migrants as ‘other’, an outdated
imaginary of society, methodological nationalism, and a narrow focus on migrants in the
factors shaping integration processes (Spencer and Charsley 2021). In order to do this,
categories such as race and class must be included into the integration framework (Hadj
Abdou 2019).

How to do so, however, remains unclear. The goals of the integration process them-
selves (migrants’ active participation and equal access to services) rest on the assumption
of a well-functioning, fairly equal society in which the standard, imaginary national citizen
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is him or herself ‘integrated’ (Figure 1). An advisory report for the European Commission’s
Home Affairs claims: “Naturalisation is both a final step in a process and a tool to further
improve integration in several areas of life. Citizenship is a societal outcome indicator, a
policy indicator and a measure of openness of receiving societies, all at the same time” (
Huddleston et al. 2013). But what if being an EU citizen is not automatically a synonym of
being integrated in the first place?

Are, for instance, people in prisons (a growing demographic in most EU countries
since the 1980s) or homeless individuals integrated, regardless of their citizenship? Given
the importance given to civic participation in the abovementioned reports and plans, can
an EU national who has never voted in his or her country be considered integrated? Are
billionaires, or even millionaires, the vast majority of whom do not interact with the states’
public health and education services, integrated? Can citizens who are living below the
poverty line be said to be integrated?

As an example, according to official figures in Italy in 2018 over 23% of youth (18–
29 years old) belong to the NEET category (neither in education, employment nor in
training), while the overall female employment rate in the country has never reached 50%
and is below 34% for women under 35 (Rosina 2020; ISTAT 2021). In the same period, the
overall employment of non-EU migrants in Italy was of 59% according to governmental
statistics (Ministero del Lavoro e delle Poliche Sociali 2018). If one of the main concerns
of integration policies is that of fostering access to employment for those sectors of the
population who rank poorly in their participation in the economy, it seems that young
Italian women residing in their own country of origin might offer a qualified target.

The point of these objections is to raise the broader question: can we speak about
‘integrated societies’ and of ‘migrant integration’ into these societies, if most democratic
European countries display, to a non-negligible degree, some of the features mentioned
above—homelessness, unemployment, high incarceration rates, rising inequality, or signifi-
cant groups of the population disengaged from the democratic process and institutional
representation?

 

Figure 1. Since the 1980s, the policy of European countries towards migration has focused on two
main objectives: to ‘manage’ and reduce the flow of immigrants through border controls, and to
‘integrate’ the migrants already present on the territory by increasing their ‘skills’ (picture taken at
the Immigration Museum, Paris, 2020).

The Action Plan on Integration and Inclusion 2021–2027 recently put out by the
European Commission prides itself with, as of this year, supporting not only non-EU
migrants, but also “EU citizens of migrant background”—arguably the only significant
difference in approach compared to previous frameworks, which only saw third country
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nationals as targets or beneficiaries of integration measures. This, however, still begs
the questions of whether the disparities in ‘integration’ between EU citizens of migrant
background and EU citizens who are not of migrant background have to do with the
formers’ parents’ histories and ‘imported culture’, or whether they have to do with the
latter’s racism.

In other words, if the need for integration—intended as policies promoting partic-
ipation and equal access to services—can no longer be ascribed (solely) to differences
stemming from different citizenship status or to language skills, the extension of such
measures to EU nationals ‘of migrant background’ (i.e., non-white, as those with white
American or Australian parents are unlikely to be the target of integration) is an acknowl-
edgement, albeit implicit, of the discrimination suffered by racialized minorities based on
the colour of their skin or on the religion they practice.

In the United States, the integration debate has a very different history and terms
of reference, one that starts from such an acknowledgement—that because society is
profoundly (racially) segregated, specific affirmative actions need to be taken in order to
create integration. This means designing policies in ways to include disadvantaged groups,
but the ways in which the target group(s) have traditionally been defined differs radically
from Europe’s focus on migrants.

In the aftermath of the civil war, the main tool to resist and impair the attempt to
create a society of racial equality were the Jim Crow laws, enforcing systematic segregation
in the South. With whites self-segregating and monopolizing all the opportunities for
themselves, from property acquisition to quality education to business ownership, the
term integration became mainly associated with the struggle for desegregation, school
integration and with Brown v. Board, the sentence with which, on 17 May 1954, the
United States Supreme Court declared segregated schools unconstitutional (Figure 2). Of
course, despite progress, segregation was not wished away with Brown v. Board, nor
with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, or the Fair Housing Act
of 1968, as blacks in the United States continue to disproportionally attend lower quality
schooling, live in poorer neighbourhoods and face constrained access to basic civil rights
as voting (Chetty et al. 2018). Many argue that this is because legal segregation was but
a manifestation of the problem, the problem remaining that white America has not been
willing to give up its socio-economic privilege and continues to fight integration (Hartman
and Squires 2009; Ivery and Bassett 2015). In practical terms, this means not only that
past structural discrimination continues to affect current inequalities, but also that because
of the persistence of ‘whiteness as property’ (Harris 1993) in the form of federal housing
policies, even as legal segregation was overturned, current racial segregation in most major
US metropolitan areas is worse today than it was 150 years ago during Reconstruction
(Finn 2018).

Integration measures are therefore fragile and depend upon white buy-in, and in the
instances in which there has been successful integration, racial minorities have ended up
being hostages of the whims and preferences of whites (Gross 2020).
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Figure 2. In 1954 the United States Supreme Court ruled segregation in public schools to be unconstitutional in the Brown v.
Board of Education case, acknowledging that racially separate schools were inherently unequal. Despite the sentence, the
huge backlash against integration by some whites in the south led President Eisenhower in 1957 to dispatch federal troops
to protect 9 Black students attending the recently desegregated Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas. While the civil
rights movement of the 1960s and 1970s achieved significant gains in integration, there has been backsliding since in both
education and housing segregation (picture from 1957, Little Rock, Arkansas).

What does this concept of integration—one built as a reaction and alternative to racial
segregation—mean for migrant minorities in the United States? Immigrants are central to
the US identity and history, and yet they are not incorporated into the same integration
policies nor efforts aimed at racialized minorities (unless they are Black immigrants, see
Hamilton 2018). When American scholars resort to the vocabulary of integration they
qualify it as mainly concerned with matters of race, residential segregation and school
segregation, rather than with cultural integration or religious diversity, which tend to be
the main concern in Western Europe (Alba and Foner 2015). The extensive literature on
immigrants in the United States employs instead the concept of assimilation (Zhou 1997;
Alba and Nee 2014).

Despite its limitations in scope—since in its focus on racial desegregation it risks
neglecting important aspects tied to cultural recognition, and does not provide a strong
framework to discuss the role of immigrant groups in society—one fundamental difference
that arguably makes the American approach to ‘integration’ more useful than the European
one for the purposes of advancing social justice has to do with the fact that integration is
not seen as something that affects exclusively, or mostly, the ‘beneficiaries’ that are to enter
into a society that is seen as already ‘whole’, but rather as a mechanism by which equality
can be achieved.

Elisabeth Anderson, in her The Imperative of Integration, defined integration as the
full participation by people from all social sectors and walks of life, on terms of equality,

40



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 221

in all the institutions of civil society (Anderson 2010). In this context, US scholars of
integration are careful to distinguish integration from assimilation, and to specify that
integration has to do with creating settings in which people interact as equals, not where
one group gets to dictate to another group how to behave.

In terms of who the targets or beneficiaries of integration are, even though it has been
argued that letting go of the idea of ‘race’ in favour of the concept of ‘visible continental
ancestry’ would be helpful to free colour consciousness from assumptions about racial
nature (McPherson 2015), the terminology of race is widely employed, and is clearly
distinguished from that of ethnicity: “Issues of power and inequality are more readily
expressed in a descent-based language of race [heredity, body/blood, hierarchy]; issues
of plurality and inclusion are terrain of ethnicity [culture, language/religion, plurality]”
(Hattam 2007).

Because it is possible to distinguish between the social construct of ‘racial identity’ and
its linkages to power and inequality, and that of ‘ethnic identity’, which is used primarily
in reference to migrants’ country of origin, it is possible to study different mechanisms of
the American stratification system, rather than using ethnicity as an imperfect proxy for
racialized minorities. This has made comparisons across racial and migrant status possible,
such as Tod Hamilton’s study, which convincingly shows how the relative success of black
immigrants in the US, compared to black natives, can be explained not by culture, but by
migrant selectivity (Hamilton 2018).

Ultimately, it seems that how the idea of ‘integration’ is operationalized, and whether
it can help advance equality, depends on how the debate is shaped by who is setting the
agenda in each context.

The American debate has traditionally used ‘integration’ as a reaction to and a remedy
to racial segregation, while the European debate tends to employ ‘integration’ to speak
about the process of migrant integration into Europe, creating normative categories of
‘successful’ versus ‘failed’ integration. Therefore, the US integration is clearly situated in a
racial debate, which has to do with society as a whole, while the EU integration discussion
still revolves mainly around individual skills, indicators performance and how to improve
them. This creates different kinds of blind spots in the two contexts: in the US, integration
is a poor tool for capturing the process of economic mobility and social inclusion of
immigrants and their children. In Europe, integration is an inadequate concept to address
structural inequalities, since it remains completely detached from non-discrimination law
and intersectionality (which exist in their own right in EU legal scholarship, but lack a
policy forum comparable to that of ‘integration’; see Lawson and Schiek 2011).

In the American context, integration is therefore mainly useful to debate structural and
institutional inequalities across racial lines, rather than to understand migrants’ positioning
in the US: but while ‘Europe’s integration’ claims to be a tool to address both realities,
‘American integration’ does not.

The ways in which the two approaches translate into more concrete terms can be seen,
perhaps, by identifying the opposite of integration. If integration implies achieving social
cohesion and a certain level of equality, what does it mean to sit at the opposite end of that
spectrum? Does the opposite of integration mean institutional segregation, exclusion, the
perpetuation of racial injustice, polarization, marginality, radicalization, failed integration?

What the next section does is look into what these antonyms mean, and do, for the
integration and antidiscrimination ideals.

4. The Opposite of Integration? Anti-Muslim Racism and ‘Color-Blindness’ in Europe

In November 2020, on the fifth anniversary of the Paris Bataclan attacks, the EU home
affairs ministers released a joint statement condemning terrorism with a text that, despite
the numerous revisions which removed the explicit references to Islam and the requests
for migrants to “earn a living for oneself”, makes a direct link between the concepts of
‘failed integration’ and radicalization (Boffey 2020). A core passage of the statement reads:
“The sense of belonging and equality is of central importance for the social cohesion of our
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modern, pluralist and open societies. Successful integration is of key importance in this
regard. Integration is a two-way street. This means that migrants are expected to make an
active effort to become integrated” (European Council 2020).

Such declaration on behalf of the EU institution that defines the general political direc-
tion and priorities of the European Union confirms the expectation that it is migrants who
need to become ‘integrated’, and not institutions, neighborhoods, schools or parliaments.
This expectation, in turn, is directly linked with the difficulty to research race and racism in
Europe, and of ethnicity often being used as a proxy for racial categories—with its obvious
pitfalls and inconsistencies. In other words, this is what happens when ‘race’ is replaced by
‘ethnicity’, ‘ethnicity’ is replaced by ‘culture’, and ‘culture’ is replaced by ‘religion’, which in
turn is presented not as a collective belonging but rather as an individual feature, unrelated
to and disconnected from the pervasive and subtle hierarchy of racialized categories.

Such issues become particularly visible when conducting research that is officially
unrelated to race, such as religious diversity, but that ends up being entangled into racial
narratives (however implicit they might be). While carrying out research about religious
governance in France for a European funded project, considerations on discrimination
related to Muslims (who constitute France’s largest religious minority) invariably spilled
into racial and ethnic discourses. An EU migrant who has lived in both the UK and
France and was interviewed in Paris in 2020 within the framework of a project on religious
diversity governance and radicalization,2 summarized her perception of the difference
between the UK and France in the following way: “There is a very strong social status
hierarchy here in France, and race is a huge part of it. It’s not that in the UK there is no
racism, of course, but classism is stronger there: so yes, BAME people are over-represented
in low paying jobs, but you also see white working poor people—they exist. In Paris, you
don’t see “white trash”—and I challenge you to find me a bathroom cleaner who’s white.
So, about the hierarchy: on top of the food chain, there’s the ‘Parisian’ of course. On the
bottom, it’s either the blacks or the Arabs: depending on how fresh the memory of the
latest terrorist attack is” (interview, February 2020).

With recent controversies around what is framed as an ‘Islamic separatism’ threat,
France represents the most visible and extreme case of pushback against Critical Race
Theory and Intersectionality, even though narratives about immigrants’ ‘duty’ to achieve a
kind of ‘cultural integration’ is widespread across Europe. For a long time, integration has
been seen in EU white papers mainly as a function of migrants’ employment status (i.e.,
the ‘high skilled’ versus ‘low skilled’ migrants debate, see Boucher 2016; Fernández-Reino
et al. 2020) and legal status (see Hinger and Schweitzer 2020); however, the ‘responsibility
to integrate’ has in recent years increasingly been “displaced to the cultural realm: ‘fitting
migrants’ are not only [no longer] those economically useful to our markets; they must
show that they are capable of integrating culturally in our societies as well” (Morondo
Taramundi 2016, p. 2).

A journalist from a mainstream French outlet explained her understanding of integra-
tion in terms of ‘becoming French’: “When the ‘Muslim veil’ ban passed in 2011, it was
really well received by the population. French people support it. [ . . . ] We require a certain
assimilation from people who don’t look French to us, or who don’t embody what we view
as French. It’s very difficult for French people to change the image of what a French person
looks like—I feel, for example, even though this is shifting and evolving a little bit, that a
French person is still a white person” (interview, August 2020).

If the process of integration is seen as becoming a national of one’s country of res-
idence by ‘shedding’ any characteristic that may be viewed as un-national, and if such
characteristic of ‘Frenchness’, ‘Italianness’, ‘Germanness’, etc. involve an implicit racial
and religious bias, it is easy to see how such a process can end up short-circuiting.

In a speech given by French President Emmanuel Macron in October 2020, “Certain
social science theories entirely imported from the United States” were explicitly identified
as a danger to “breaking the republic in two” (Onishi 2021). By blaming universities for
encouraging the “ethnicization of the social question”, the French President inadvertently
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pointed the finger to the fact that recent efforts do decolonialize the curriculum in some de-
partments, can hardly do so in practice without addressing the racialization of inequalities.
In the same speech, Macron stated that “The Republic is both a system and a promise. And
so, what we must do very strongly is go further along that path.”

Indeed, it seems that the French state promises more to its citizens than the United
States does, in terms of welfare and opportunity. Yet, whether such promises are kept, and
to whom, is less clear. One interviewee claimed, in reference to France’s republican ideals3:

France promises more, but it does not deliver more. And the gap between promise
and delivery creates specific forms of resentment. And strikingly, every time this
happens the response of the French state is to promise even more: including the
promise that France is inherently a non-racist country, because of the principle
of republican equality, which is a promise that is largely meaningless, since it
completely misunderstands the nature and concerns being expressed. (interview,
February 2020)

The narrative of non-racism and non-discrimination as the natural consequence of
color-blindness is by no means exclusive to France, however.

In September 2019, one week ahead of the OSCE’s annual Human Dimension Im-
plementation Meeting, which included the European Union’s first ever Anti-Racism and
Diversity Week held in the European Parliament, the US Helsinki Commission convened in
Washington, D.C., the hearing The State of Diversity and Inclusion in Europe: Race, Rights, and
Politics. The hearing and the questions asked by the US Commission to the EU minority
representatives bringing their testimony highlighted some of the differences in approaches
in ways that are plain yet striking. The issue of what kind of data collection is acceptable in
the census, for instance, is one on which Europe and the US still clearly sit at opposite poles
of the spectrum. The exchange during the OSCE hearing between US Congresswoman
and Helsinki Commissioner Representative Gwen Moore, and French MP Danièle Obono,
sums it up quite clearly:

MOORE: it is very akin to the notion that you want to protect the European way
of life to talk about égalité, fraternité in France where no one can wear the hijab,
where they don’t get data and statistics on race [ . . . ] So is there no chance that
you could legislatively get the government to officially collect data? You’ve got
a census coming up, right, where you count the people. Do you count people
every 10 years like we do?

OBONO: There’s a census, but it’s not based on the same kind of statistic. We
don’t have race statistics.4

In a way, the US census offers a specular picture to that of most European countries:
while the Census Bureau has been collecting racial data based on self-identification for
decades without this causing major controversies,5 the 2018 attempt by the Trump admin-
istration to re-introduce a question in the census regarding citizenship status for the 2020
census was seen as extremely contentious and was eventually dropped. This was because
it was seen as a tool to disenfranchise many residents who might have chosen not to fill in
the census for fear of repercussions based on their migration status, with consequences in
redrawing electoral district boundaries (which are based on census data).

As there are understandable reasons for migrants in the US to be wary about a census
that includes questions about citizenship, there are, of course, historical reasons and
legitimate concerns regarding data collection on racial identity in Europe. Yet, data in most
EU countries is collected on other dimensions (gender, migrant status, citizenship, wealth,
employment, family composition) that can also be considered sensitive, of that are grounds
for discrimination. So, if race is not a fact of nature so much as a fact of racism and of
racialized domination, tackling discrimination inevitably requires some assessment of the
situation.

The risk, otherwise, is that the 2000 European race directive (Directive 2000/43/EC)
remains an empty declaration of intentions: if the dominant narrative is one of a non-racist
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EU, there is hardly a need for anti-racism. And without reliable data on differential access
to services and to positions of power, any case of discrimination remains within the realm
of the individual and the anecdotal.

If, however, patterns of segregation and disempowerment, rather than individual
acts of discrimination, are the fundamental cause of inequality to be addressed—meaning
that we do not segregate because people are similar; rather, we think people are similar
because they are segregated—then bringing Critical Race Theory into European debates
on integration could help us both disentangle some of the intersectional discrimination
faced by those who belong, for instance, to both ethnic and racial minorities, as well as
dealing with cases such as the Romani minorities in Europe that have long been treated as
exceptional and unique (Kóczé 2021). Some efforts in this direction are being made, as can
be seen by the creation of the Center for Intersectional Justice, a non-profit organization
founded in 2017 and based in Berlin, but such efforts are for the time being carried out by
civil society rather than by government institutions (Center for Intersectional Justice 2020).

5. Bringing Race into European Integration: Non-Discrimination as a Method?

In Western countries, which claim to have democratic pluralism as their foundation,
the issue of how to foster social cohesion while avoiding a backlash on the rights of migrants
and racialized minorities is particularly salient.

With the surge of an extraordinary populist conjuncture in the past few years, migrant
and minorities integration and diversity management feature more prominently than ever
in national and European research and policy agendas (Brubacker 2017). But what does an
integrated society actually look like?

This article sketched out in broad strokes some of the differences in how the ideal of
integration and antidiscrimination is narrated—and pursued—in Europe and the United
States. Overall, the greatest divergence seems to rest on whether ‘integration’ is used in
reference to a social whole (that individuals ‘integrate into’), or whether it is a tool to
achieve greater equality (in the form of an integrated society).

The question raised by the existing different approaches then is, can we speak about
integration without speaking about its ‘targets’ or ‘beneficiaries’, be they immigrants,
citizens of migrant origin, Roma or black citizens? I believe we can (and should), but
what needs then to be fleshed out is that it is impossible, instead, to research integration
without looking not only at inequality and social justice, but at where the structures of
those inequalities emerged from.

As James Baldwin eloquently put it over half a century ago: “We talk about integration
in America as though it were some great, new conundrum. The problem in America is that
we’ve been integrated for a very long time. Put me next to any African, and you will see
what I mean. [ . . . ] What we are not facing are the results of what we’ve done. What one
begs the American people to do, for all our sakes, is simply to accept our history” (Baldwin
1965).

If the United States, over the past years, has started to reflect upon its history (if not
quite to accept it), Europe’s conundrum lays precisely in the fact that its incapacity or
unwillingness to do so hampers, and will continue to hamper, its efforts towards building
an integrated society.
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Notes
1 The interviews were carried out in Paris and online to French practitioners and policy-makers, as well as to officers of international

organizations working on diversity and anti-discrimination. For more information on the project, see grease.eui.eu. The GREASE
project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under grant agreement
number 770640.

2 Nine semi-structured interviews were carried out between February and August 2020 on the governance of religious diversity
and of violent radicalization in France, as part of the research conducted for the report “Radicalisation and Resilience Case Study:
France”. Details on the methodology as well as the full report are available at http://grease.eui.eu/publications/radicalisation-
and-resilience-case-studies/, accessed on 9 June 2021.

3 For an in depth discussion on the concept of French republicanism, see (Roy 2005; Sealy and Modood 2021).
4 The full transcript of the 2019 hearing is available at https://www.csce.gov/international-impact/events/state-diversity-and-

inclusion-europe, accessed on 28 May 2021.
5 The current five minimum categories employed by the US Office of Management and Budget (OBM) are White, Black or African

American, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, and Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. The reason stated for data
collection is that such data is employed in policy decisions, to promote equal employment opportunities and to assess racial
disparities in health and environmental risks. See https://www.census.gov/topics/population/race/about.html, accessed on 27
May 2021.
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Abstract: Anti-racism in Europe operates in political, policy, and civic spaces, in which organizations
try to counter racial discrimination and violence. This paper applies a textual analysis to the European
discourse of the transnationally connected anti-racism movement that shaped the European Union
(henceforth EU) anti-racism action plan 2020–2025. The plan seeks to address structural racism
in the EU through an intersectional lens. Alana Lentin, however, cautions that the structuring
principles of anti-racism approaches can obscure “irrefutable reciprocity between racism and the
modern nation-state”. Against the backdrop of a critique intersectionality mainstreaming in global
anti-racist movements, this paper draws on Kimberly Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality to
critically examine the practices outlined in the EU anti-racism action plan to understand (1) the
extent to which the EU anti-racism action addresses the historical baggage of European imperialism,
(2) the influence of transnational anti-racism organizations such as the European Network Against
Racism (henceforth ENAR) in reinforcing universalisms about notions of humanity in anti-racism
activism through language and (3) the limitations that the EU anti-racism action plan poses for the
empowerment of racially marginalized groups of people.

Keywords: anti-racism; intersectionality; EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025; activism

1. Introduction

The publication of the European Union (henceforth EU) anti-racism action plan 2020–
2025 that the European Commission (henceforth the Commission) launched on 18 Septem-
ber 2020 signaled that anti-racism has become “a social priority for the EU” (Pascoët
2020). Prominent anti-racism initiatives, such as the European Network Against Racism
(henceforth ENAR) and the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex Asso-
ciation (henceforth ILGA), note that the new action plan is a significant change from earlier
attempts to combat discrimination, specifically concerning anti-racism, in Europe. ENAR
activist Julie Pascoët, for example, writes that “this plan . . . represents the highest level of
institutional recognition of structural racism and its impact on all racialized groups at EU
level” (Pascoët 2020). In contrast to earlier steps taken by the EU to address anti-racism, the
current plan claims to recognize the structural dimension of racism. The plan proposes an
intersectional approach to addressing the specific needs of different groups that experience
racism.

According to Anna Carastathis, “intersectionality is a critique of hegemonic politics of
representation and how these are reproduced in contestatory discourses such as antiracism
and feminism” (Carastathis 2016, p. 163).

The question with which this article is concerned is the extent to which the Commission
is able to set political priorities in the fight against structural oppression in a differentiated
way, that elevates the experiences of oppression of specific groups of people within minority
communities. Does the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 suggest measures that are
able to capture the many bases of oppression in the different EU Member states (henceforth
EU MSs), or does the EU’s approach engender strategies that avert the importance of
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recognizing that there are different kinds of oppression that members of different minority
communities experience?

It is important to note that the most well-known author of intersectionality theory,
Kimberlé Crenshaw, argues from the perspective of Black feminist theory. Crenshaw centers
that anti-racist agendas have historically neglected the specific contexts in which social
problems occur. Using the example of how black women are treated in U.S. court cases on,
for example, domestic violence, she demonstrates that if the experiences of oppression that
are the basis for anti-racist interventions follow the concept of “racism as experienced by
people of color who are of a particular gender—male—” (Crenshaw 1991, p. 1252), anti-
racist agendas can erase the experiences of women of color in particular. She explains that if
anti-racist efforts articulate racism only along very specific lines, anti-racist efforts employ
what Crenshaw terms “strategic silence” (Crenshaw 1991, p. 1253). “Strategic silence” is
the suppression of specific information about intersectional subordination within minority
groups, for example, when women of color fall victim to domestic abuse. Crenshaw notes
that in such cases “[t]he experience of violence by minority women is ignored, except to
the extent it gains white support for domestic violence programs in the white community”
(Crenshaw 1991, p. 1260). Crenshaw warns that anti-racist interventions often reproduce
strategic silences. The question that remains in the context of the new action plan against
racism in the EU, therefore, is the extent to which the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025
falls into the pitfalls of anti-racist legacies.

The Commission interestingly seeks to do two things at once with the new action plan.
On the one hand, the Commission seeks to expand on previous equality legislation. On
the other hand, however, it seeks to disrupt imperialist practices as it takes suggestions
from civil society organizations on anti-racist approaches and wants to act intersectional.
In practice, that means instating a large number of measures that seek to shape the legal
protection of people who experience racism in all areas of life. This includes, for example,
incorporating existing equality bodies and implementing a report on the Racial Equality
Directive in 2021 with possible legislation suggestions for EU MSs by 2022. Furthermore,
the Commission will enforce the framework decision on combating racism and xenopho-
bia, including infringement procedures. The Commission will also publish an Artificial
Intelligence (henceforth AI) proposal to address the risk of bias and discrimination of AI
systems. Concerning the economy, employment, housing, and healthcare, EU funding
will be allocated to these areas to promote diversity and inclusion. The new action plan
approaches the area of education by stating that the Commission plans awareness raising
seminars on racial and ethnic stereotypes for journalists and civil society. The Commission
also wants to introduce mainstreaming inclusion and awareness in education policies as
well as mark key commemorative days linked to racism.

Other areas of enforcement include extremism and hate speech, where the Commis-
sion wants to identify gaps in tackling violent extremism by 2021, and, in order to do
so, work together with IT companies, also with regard to countering hate speech and the
promotion of acceptance of diversity online. A key strategy for all of these measures is
better data collection for more and better data disaggregated by racial or ethnic origin.
Within its own institutions, the Commission will pursue a diversity approach through
which the composition of the Commission staff will be critically evaluated, a Diversity and
Inclusion Office will be created within the Commission, diversity of Commission staff will
be increased to improve representativeness, and a strategy for the Commission’s trainee-
ship programs will be developed, alongside the institution of an anti-racism coordinator
(European Commission 2020b). Through the combination of multiple equality agendas,
the new action plan wants to expand our understanding of what is possible on the EU’s
equality agenda to imagine a brighter future for all.

Even though, the list of measures appears comprehensive, the new action plan is not
free from the legacies of anti-racism mainstreaming. First and foremost, the new action
plan does not make explicit how the Commission grounds its understanding of the concept
of intersectionality. Carastathis argues that the “deracination of intersectionality from its
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origins in Black feminist thought” (Carastathis 2016, p. 32) is symptomatic of the way in
which anti-racist mainstreaming asks intersectionality to “do conceptual work that seems
to invert the very aims of the theorists who inaugurated the concept and of the intellectual
and political movements in which it germinated” (Carastathis 2016, p. 86). The negative
consequence of anti-racism mainstreaming is that it decontextualizes policy “actions [from]
the lived experience of the racialized and promot[es] a universalized vision of equality, and
thus the humanity, of non-white, non-Europeans” (Lentin 2004, p. 439). In the pitfalls of
anti-racism mainstreaming, how then can the Commission realize its overarching goal of
exposing and addressing structural racism in the EU if it does not define what it means by
using intersectionality as the chosen revolutionary paradigm?

The Commission pleadges to use the tools of the EU to “build a life free from racism
and discrimination for all” (European Commission 2020a, p. 3). Making the argument
for anti-racist intervention in this manner suggests that the Commission’s plan proposes
strategies reminiscent of a practice that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick termed “reparative reading”
(Sedgwick 1997).

Reparative reading seeks to identify spaces of empowerment and innovation, healing
and change (Röder 2014). Sedgwick conceptualizes reparative reading as an approach
that exposes structures of oppression and looks for pathways for “reparation and indeed
hope” (Rao 2020, p. 20). The reparative impulse can be addictive, and burden pathways
for reparation, if the exposure of the structures of oppression is the only goal—a practice
to which she refers as “hermeneutics of suspicion” (Sedgwick 1997, pp. 4–6). However,
Sedgwick also sees a potential for renewal. Katrin Röder convincingly explains that “the act
of reparative reading creates novel and subversive nexuses of meaning through connections
of formerly separate semantic units as well as novel, provisional, deviant, subversive and
alternative self-images” (Röder 2014, p. 61).

If the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025, as I argue, pursues a design approach
that practices a reparative reframing of anti-racist approaches through what it calls an
intersectional lens, we need to understand where it succeeds and where it fails. In the
following I analyze (1) the conceptual baggage of anti-racism mainstreaming that informs
the extent to which the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 is able to address bases of
oppression, (2) the influence of transnational anti-racism organizations such as ENAR
in reinforcing universalisms about notions of humanity in anti-racism activism through
language, and (3) the limitations that the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 poses for
the empowerment of racially marginalized groups of people. Following a brief review of
the legacies of anti-racism approaches in the EU that originated from article 13 of the Treaty
Establishing the European Community (EC Treaty), I examine the conceptual and practical
realms that the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 seeks to employ and provide a critical
reading of the axes of power along which they are thought.

2. The Legacies of Anti-Racism Approaches in the EU

Previously, the EU “characterized [anti-racism] by a long history of declarations of
principle in which its character as a transnational norm and definition as a human right”
was central (Ruzza 2013, p. 32). However, the new action plan follows a series of policy
initiatives that the EU developed to combat discrimination. For example, Articles 2 and 10
of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), articles 19 and 67(3) Treaty on the Functioning
of the European Union (TFEU), and articles 20 and 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamental
Rights provide the EU legal framework for implementing comprehensive policies on
equality and non-discrimination. Most recent examples include the Communication A
Union of Equality: Gender Equality Strategy 2020–2025, (COM (2020)152 final), and other
targeted approaches to Roma and LGBTQ concerns and disability rights.

The new initiatives build on the EU’s foundational declaration against discrimination
stated in article 13 in the EC Treaty in 1997. Article 13 explains:

Without prejudice to the other provisions of this Treaty and within the limits of the
powers conferred by it upon the Community, the Council, acting unanimously on
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a proposal from the Commission and after consulting the European Parliament,
may take appropriate action to combat discrimination based on sex, racial or
ethnic origin, religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation.

The impetus of article 13 was to promote measures that aid the full integration of people
who were previously discriminated against. Instruments developed to combat discrimi-
nation at Community level, as Marie Loutridou and Mark Eric Butt importantly explain,
can entail binding legal acts in accordance with Article 249 of the EC Treaty (directives,
regulations, and decisions), non-binding legal acts (recommendations, opinions, and reso-
lutions), action programs and grants, and mainstreaming approaches (Loutridou and Butt
1999). Article 13 further authorized the Council to take joint action within the limits of the
Community, encouraging advocacy coalitions between institutional and non-governmental
actors.

Thus, the parameters laid out in article 13 laid the foundation for civil society orga-
nizations, such as activist organizations, to become involved with EU institutions. Carlo
Ruzza’s analysis of civil society’s organizations that are involved with EU institutions
reveals that in order to take up consultancy in EU institutions, civil society organizations
undergo institutionalized accreditation processes and face “the high cost of negotiating
an effective presence in Brussels” (Ruzza 2013, pp. 42–43). In 2011, the EU established
the “Transparency Register” in which organizations “commit to a Common Code of Con-
duct and reveal information about their interests, size, goals and finances” to potential
collaborators (Ruzza 2013, p. 42). However, only groups who have access to the adminis-
trative skills and resources needed to do so can gain access to the European Parliament
and decision-making processes. Smaller social movements and community organizations,
therefore, often do not benefit from this system.

Furthermore, Mark Bell cautions about the autonomy that civil organizations have
when they operate in tandem with the EU. Bell proposes that the authorization of civil
society organizations by the EU “does not suggest that this is intended to be a specific
and autonomous policy competence of the Community[,]” which could be read as an
independent source for anti-discrimination law (Bell 1999, p. 10). Besides involving civil
society organizations in efforts to stop discrimination, the EU instituted a list of directives
about discrimination on the grounds of race and ethnicity (Article 2 of Council Directive
2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000), and on the grounds of age, disability, sexual orientation,
and religion (Council Directive 2000/78/EC), which the EU passed in 2000 to extend
the previous “gender-only equality policy regime” (Krizsan et al. 2012, p. 2). However,
EU directives were not evenly adopted by the EU MSs. Kriszan et al. point out that
“[d]iverse legal frameworks, political and discursive structures, and citizenship practices
in place [as well as issues of multi-level governance, with many equality institutions
operating at regional level] throughout Europe” (Krizsan et al. 2012, p. 5) made a systematic
implementation of the EU directives challenging. Another issue with this, as Alana Lentin
rightfully notes, was that previous approaches to racism in the EU conceptualized racism
in terms of individual and institutional injustices (Lentin 2004).

Putting forth the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025, thus, falls in line with a long-
standing effort to develop measures that can help facilitate the inclusion of marginalized
groups. The goal of the new action plan is, therefore, to use the existing legal instruments
and comprehensive EU policy to reinforce specific areas of equality (European Commis-
sion 2020a, p. 3) so that the shortcomings of the past can be addressed. The proposed
measures stated in the previous section of this manuscript, however, display little critical
engagement with structural oppression in the different institutions and processes of the
EU. Instead, the Commission seems to insinuate that the central introspective critique has
already taken place by stating that at the center of the new action plan is an intersectional
approach. Nonetheless, the Commission does not provide a distinct definition of the term
“intersectional”, which makes it difficult to assess whether the suggested approach can
actually help the EU come to terms with the shortcomings of past anti-racism interventions
and the EU’s historical responsibilities.
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2.1. The Crux of Language

Given the lack of a clear definition, it is only possible to gauge the Commission’s
understanding of the term intersectionality from the language it uses to describe how the
EU seeks to prevent racism. Using the findings of the Second European Union Minori-
ties and Discrimination Survey by the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights
(European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2017) (henceforth FRA), the new action
plan has “identified the areas of life where racial discrimination is felt most strongly”:
work, housing, education, and access to goods and services (European Commission 2020a,
p. 4). The four sections of the plan address the conceptual and practical reconsiderations
that the Commission is taking to combat these structural dimensions of racism in these
areas.

Taking the information of the FRA survey as the basis for designing intervention
strategies suggests it is important to be critical of the Commission’s claim that it cen-
ters the experiences of people who are subject to multiple systems of domination. The
Commission’s approach to tackling racism lies in that it has still not fully come to terms
that its own understanding of how racism is produced by the societies of the EU MSs is
incomprehensive and needs radical reevaluation.

The issue of an incomprehensive understanding of racism is visible in the new action
plan when the Commission states what kinds of racism the new action plan should tackle—
in other words, what the Commission identifies as the root of the problem:

There are different forms of racism, for example anti-black racism, antigypsyism,
antisemitism and anti-Asian racism, that link to religion or belief in cases such [as]
anti-Muslim hatred. All share the reality that the value of a person is undermined
by stereotypes based on prejudice. In addition to religion or belief, racism can
also be combined with discrimination and hatred on other grounds, including
gender, sexual orientation, age, and disability or against migrants. (European
Commission 2020a, p. 3)

This statement reveals that the Commission plans to target the issue of racism in EU
societies via addressing “stereotypes based on prejudice” as the primary object of political
action. In his analysis of contemporary racism, Étienne Balibar, however, rightfully takes
issue with centering “prejudice” in debates about racism. Balibar argues that “prejudice”
obscures the structural causes that have shaped “the system of hierarchies and exclusions
which, above all, takes the form of racism and sexism” (Balibar and Wallerstein 1991,
p. 9). Structural racism means combined modes of oppression that stretch into every
aspect of social life in the nation state, for example financial wealth, land rights, health,
and education. Racism is, therefore, not a spontaneous phenomenon or merely rooted in
attitudes or ignorances. The very issue that racism is rarely “considered to be embedded in
the very structures of the nation state” (Lentin 2004, p. 428) has been an ongoing critique
of anti-racist approaches.

From the outset of the new action plan, the Commission reproduces the narrative
that racism can be discussed outside the bounds of the “historical and contemporary
actions of European states themselves” (ibid.). Therefore, the new action plan builds a
complex package of measures through which it seeks to tackle individual and structural
racism without acknowledging the effects that past and contemporary migration regimes
(Lazaridis 2015; Gutiérrez Rodríguez 2018), racial profiling (Goldberg 2002; Law 2014),
and complex border strategies (Agier 2011; Yuval-Davis et al. 2019) have had on different
minority communities throughout the EU MSs. The Commission is an important actor for
anti-racist concerns as it has the highest policy-shaping influence. Therefore, it should be
more accurate in the language that it uses to want to bring about change.

Even though the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 states that it recognizes both
individual and structural racism, the question remains whether the new action plan’s
approach can truly be called intersectional. It appears as if the new action plan approaches
anti-racism from a point of view that renders the issue of racism marginal, and anti-racism
an object of disciplinary intervention. Furthermore, it is unclear whether the EU can achieve
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the task it set for itself given that anti-discrimination measures have been in place since the
2000 equality directives and yet EU MSs have taken very different approaches to realizing
the equality directives.

The EU is limited in the extent of EU interventions in national and regional contexts in
the respective EU MSs. However, the Commission’s approach to favor strategic litigation as
a key national strategy in legislation to bring awareness to infringements on human rights
has demonstrated again and again the apolitical nature of EU anti-racist interventions, as
Lentin (2004) argues. Anti-racist agendas are often at odds with EU migration policies and
approaches to counterterrorism. I follow Lentin in saying that the Commission’s apolitical
approach, although openly promising to counter both individual and structural racism, is
the basis for why racism is able “to persist at the level of the state by releasing it from its
historical responsibility” (Lentin 2004, p. 436). This approach allows EU MSs to limit the
extent to which the equality directives are recognized, for example through nationalist state
and exclusionary migration policies, in order to make sure that the nation state secures its
dominant position in the racialized hierarchy that marks the structures of society. Making
the case for anti-racist intervention through the Commission is, therefore, at odds with
assuring nation states their sovereignty as members of the EU.

2.2. Fallacies of Social Inclusion in Anti-Racist Interventions

Furthermore, the language of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 constructs a
narrative that centers the EU’s mission for unity as opposed to alleviation of oppression for
marginalized people. The notion that social inclusion is a primary concern of the EU is set
atop the new action plan via a statement by Commission President Ursula von der Leyen
from her speech to the European Parliament on 17 June 2020, which states:

We need to talk about racism. And we need to act. It is always possible to change
direction if there is a will to do so. I am glad to live in a society that condemns
racism. But we should not stop there. The motto of our European Union is:
‘United in diversity’. Our task is to live up to these words, and to fulfil their
meaning.

Here, von der Leyen enlists all EU institutions, the citizens of the EU in all its Member
States, as well as other partners affiliated with the EU through economic, social, and
political relations in the mission to realize social inclusion for all.

Von der Leyen’s message constructs a reparative narrative that suggests that the
Commission’s new approach to racism is able to come to terms with previous shortcomings
and construct the solidarity needed to heal from the atrocities that racism has brought to all
of Europe. Anna Carastathis, however, importantly explains that this is a false universalism
that does not get at the core of the issues. She notes that “by reducing intersectionality to an
inclusionary politics of diversity rather than to a coalitional politics of antisubordination”,
an intersectional approach is no more than the mainstreaming of “colorblind” tendencies
(Carastathis 2016, p. 112). To understand what Carastathis means by this, we must consider
the initial object of critique in Crenshaw’s intersectionality theory.

Crenshaw criticizes that anti-racist interventions tend to think “about discrimina-
tion which structures politics so that struggles are categorized as singular issues [,thus,
importing] a descriptive and normative view of society that reinforces the status quo”
(Crenshaw 1989, p. 167). The goal of the intersectional approach, then, is to interrogate
“the particular values attached to [the social categories that exist in our world] and the way
those values foster and create social hierarchies” (Crenshaw 1991, p. 1297) in order “to look
beneath the prevailing conceptions of discrimination and to challenge the complacency
that accompanies belief in the effectiveness of this framework” (Crenshaw 1989, p. 167).

Therefore, it is not enough to embed anti-racist measures in the frameworks of social
inclusion. Carlo Ruzza’s analysis of the equality directives, for example, already drew
attention to the issue when he demonstrated that the legitimacy assigned to new anti-
racist measures is established only when anti-racism interventions are “connected to the
legitimacy of policy focused on social inclusion and anti-discrimination in the public
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opinion of Member States” (Ruzza 2013, pp. 46–47). If the new action plan is meant to
be a reparative tool through which empowerment and healing is possible, the language
of the plan must not depoliticize the aim of intersectional approaches. It must challenge
the foundational frameworks that (re)create systems of oppression, otherwise, racism is
rendered marginal again.

The new action plan’s tendencies of leaving old ills uncured is evident in von der
Leyen’s address. She clearly establishes a connection between the task of combating racism
in the EU and the Commission’s task of signaling and ensuring the unity of the EU. The
all-encompassing statement includes advocacy liaisons that are connected to the EU. As
a result of civil society organizations, like ENAR’s, close ties to the Commission by way
of receiving generous funds for advocacy action and research, civil society organizations
are inseparable from the political framework and grammar that the Commission uses to
address systemic inequality. This approach situates the project of anti-racism that is laid
out in the new action plan within the language of the overall EU integration project.

2.3. EU Integration and Anti-Racism Mainstreaming

In order for the EU to be successful as a project, successful anti-racism approaches
are necessary. The new action plan states that success of such projects could be measured
in lower numbers of reported experiences of discrimination, on the one hand, and higher
numbers in diversity within the structures of all EU institutions in all EU Member States,
on the other hand. Therefore, an anti-racism approach as laid out in von der Leyen’s speech
conceptualizes EU integration as an overarching project that is grounded in anti-racism as
a fundamental practice. Incorporating concrete measures for anti-racism into the structural
apparatuses and action bodies is envisioned to eventually reconfigure the EU in a way that
recognizes the needs of the project of the EU as a “union in diversity”. The prerequisite for
this end would be that all forms of oppression can be eliminated.

Furthermore, there is another dimension to the refiguration process that is embedded
in von der Leyen’s statement. Articulating the urgency of the needed change from the
perspective of a collective “we”, von der Leyen implies that if the problem of racism
is not solved, the impacts will be felt by all. Section one of the new action plan further
elaborates this notion, stating that the Commission aims to “build a life free from racism and
discrimination for all” (European Commission 2020a, p. 3). In response to this statement, it
may be fair to say that racism affects all areas of economic, social, political, and personal
life. However, racism is first and foremost experienced by people who live in a structure
within which modes of operation are modes of oppression.

In her analysis of United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO) anti-racism mainstreaming, Alana Lentin convincingly argues that it is
problematic when anti-racism action “promotes a universalized vision of equality that
individualizes humanity without seeing how racism refuses the individuality, and thus
the humanity, of non-White, non-Europeans” (Lentin 2004, p. 439). While the new action
plan’s intersectional approach seeks to ground its actions in the lived experiences of the
people who are racialized by way of employing diversity measures and data collection, the
new action plan fails to provide a vision toward equality that incorporates reparative steps
of reconciliation and reparation that would completely reorganize the policy apparatus to
make it possible to think about the prospect of alternative futures, which for Crenshaw is
only made possible by involving Black Studies (Crenshaw et al. 2019, p. 48). She argues:

If any real efforts are to be made to free Black people of the constraints and
conditions that characterize racial subordination, then theories and strategies
purporting to reflect the Black community’s needs must include an analysis of
sexism and patriarchy. Similarly, feminism must include an analysis of race if it
hopes to express the aspirations of non-white women. Neither Black liberationist
politics nor feminist theory can ignore the intersectional experiences of those
whom the movements claim as their respective constituents. In order to include
Black women, both movements must distance themselves from earlier approaches
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in which experiences are relevant only when they are related to certain clearly
identifiable causes (for example, the oppression of Blacks is significant when
based on race, of women when based on gender). The praxis of both should be
centered on the life chances and life situations of people who should be cared
about without regard to the source of their difficulties.

From an approach that centers the experiences of racialized people, it can become possible
to move beyond making the subjects that policies seek to protect the problem.

Consequently, the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 semantically sets itself up for
falling short in providing meaningful supportive state action against racism. The areas
of gravest concern in this regard are the Commission’s approaches to police violence and
diversity measures, which I will address in more detail in the next sections. Much needed
reparative practice with regard to the acknowledgement of the violence that European
imperialism has caused would need to be reflected in the language chosen to articulate
the political framework of the new action plan. Hence, the Commission should seriously
reconsider for itself what it means to place the minority communities at the center of its
approach. Signpost-acts such as the establishment of a coordinator for anti-racism, which
the new action plan proposes in section four, are only short-term solutions. Unless these
acts are closely linked with other EU policies, there is no structural change in sight.

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that there are limits to what the
legal frameworks can help achieve. Feminist scholar Wendy Brown cautions that gaining
rights alone does not make the system of subordination disappear. Rights only soften the
blow. In addition to this, Brown warns that holding on to rights themselves for liberation
can increase the likelihood that specified rights can encode further definitions of already
oppressed people (Brown 2002, p. 422). In the case of anti-racism interventions, Brown
can be read to help understand that the more rights anti-racism seeks to broaden, the
more White European society and the EU institutions gain power over the groups that
their systems subordinate. The EU anti-racism plan 2020–2025 builds a specific profile of
anti-racist work that reproduces specific definitions of the category of race. Unless there is
a more careful approach to identifying the specific experiences of oppression that people
who live in a context that is governed by multiple different kinds of power, the needs of
people will not be at the center.

2.4. Legacies of Colorblindness and Chances for Reparative Work

If anti-racist tactics become a matter of justifying race as a determiner of human differ-
ence and differences in humanity, anti-racism interventions run the risk of reproducing
the colorblind framework that, for example, Alana Lentin convincingly criticizes. With
regard to the UNESCO’s tradition of treating racism as an individualized problem, she
argues that the colorblind approach “circumvent[s] the problem of racism by denying the
role played by the state in its origins and perpetuation” (Lentin 2004, p. 439). David Theo
Goldberg’s comprehensive analysis of racial historicism further illuminates the project of
colorblindness

as a racial presumption, . . . [that] continues to conjure people of color as a
problem in virtue of their being of color, in so far as they are not white. As
whiteness studies has so readily and rightly trumpeted as one of its central
insights, whiteness remains unquestioned as the arbiter of value, the norm of
acceptability, quality, and standard of merit. Color is considered a bruise, a blot
on social purity, an unfortunate fact of life to be ignored, seen past yet still seen
even if in blurred outline . . . Racially understood, colourblindness is committed
to seeing and not seeing all as white, though not all as ever quite, while claiming
to see those traditionally conceived as ‘of colour’ and yet colourless. (Goldberg
2002, p. 223)

The logic of colorblindness, as Goldberg argues, is a continuation of the intimate relation-
ship between the history of the modern nation state and its racial definition. He explains
that “race is integral to the emergence, development, and transformations (conceptually,
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philosophically, materially) of the modern nation state” (Goldberg 2002, p. 4). The fallacy
of the colorblind framework is that it promises healing at the cost of “making possible the
denial of racism as a real experience ensuring the de facto persistence of discrimination
against those who in fact cannot be whitened” (Lentin 2004, p. 438, italics in original).

The EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 does encourage some reparative practices
through which the experiences of racially oppressed people seek to be addressed. Sec-
tion three of the new action plan presents the Commission’s “permanent framework for
exchange”. Although proposed in an apolitical manner, the establishment of opportuni-
ties for regular consultation and dialogue with EU MSs, academia, and civil society via
the coordinator for anti-racism can be viewed as an attempt at reparative practice. The
Commission seeks “to strengthen policy responses in the field of anti-racism” (European
Commission 2020a, p. 24) and, simultaneously, signal that the legislative framework offers
space for hope. At the same time, to avert the continuation of racial historicism, such
measures of exchange must involve the multiple frameworks of oppression that the EU
engages in controlling migration, border policing, and racial profiling.

The current agenda for evaluating racial profiling in EU MSs does not consider prac-
tices that happen on the borders between nation states within and on the boundaries of
the EU, in externalized refugee camps, or in marginalized migrant communities in EU
MSs. If the EU anti-racism plan 2020–2025 does not lead to practices that “historicize the
relationship between [states’] evolution into nations, with increasingly imperialist ideals
and needs for bio-political power, and the political idea of ‘race’” (Lentin 2004, p. 438),
promising models for remedial measures will remain mere platitudes.

3. Civil Society Organizations’ Ambiguous Roles

Anti-racist advocacy groups that operate internationally play an important role in the
process of making the current anti-racism action plan in the EU. The Citizens, Equality,
Rights and Values program and Horizon Europe provide continued funding resources and
ENAR is reassured of its position as an important contributor to the implementation of
proposed measures. Due to their close engagement with the EU apparatuses, it is necessary
to reflect on how groups like ENAR promote meaningful change but can also fall into the
trap of using the universalizing promises for achieving social inclusion via an intersectional
approach to anti-racist policy opportunistically.

In response to the publication of the EU anti-racism action plan, ENAR and 45 other
civil society organizations signed an open letter to the Commission President von der
Leyen in which they state that in order to combat structural racism, “[t]here should be
a strong focus on ensuring that racialized groups with key expertise from civil society
organizations are consulted and engaged in a meaningful and timely manner on the
implementation of the plan” (ENAR 2020). ENAR demands that the European Commission
applies strong processes that ensure that the new action plan is realized, that targets are clear
and measurable, and that progress is monitored. ENAR welcomes that the Commission
recognizes the contributions by civil society organizations.

At the same time, ENAR reiterates that the Commission lacks a specific plan that
tackles the absence of diversity in the institutions that uphold civil society in Europe.
ENAR suggests that the Committee set up “a permanent European Commission advisory
committee on anti-racism involving NGOs, Member States and social partners to support
the implementation of policies, in particular the framework of National Action Plans
against Racism” (ibid.). Furthermore, ENAR underscores the importance that the EU
anti-racism coordinator, who the new action plan suggests to instate, “should be appointed
based on relevant skills and competences, have strong expertise on anti-racism issues and
intersectionality, and be from a racialized group” (ibid.).

The demands that ENAR articulates identify clear weaknesses of the EU anti-racism
action plan 2020–2025. It is clear that there will be no sustainable anti-racism legislation
from the Commission if the composition of the institutional bodies in Europe does not
have representation of marginalized voices as ENAR suggests. At the same time, it is
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important to remain cautiously optimistic whether ENAR is the entity that can bring about
such structural change. Already on 12 June 2020, ENAR, together with ILGA and 150 other
civil society actors, published an open letter to the Commission president von der Leyen
in which the coalition of civil society organizations demanded that the Commission take
immediate steps to address racism. Karen Taylor, chair of ENAR, writes representatively
for the coalition that:

[f]or decades, ENAR and anti-racist organizations on the ground have been
reporting (https://www.enar-eu.org/Shadow-Reports-on-racism-in-Europe-20
3, accessed on: 11 April 2021) what racialized communities experience at the
hands of the police across the European Union: discriminatory stop and search,
abuse, violence and even death. So far, however, there has been little visibility
and no public response . . . The bare minimum that EU leaders should do is
acknowledge the existence of and publicly condemn discriminatory and violent
police practices, in particular when it results in death. But most European political
leaders were not even able to do that. (ILGA and ENAR 2020)

Taylor’s words resonate with what Carlo Ruzza describes as the limited role that civil
society organizations such as ENAR have in the EU (Ruzza 2013). Although, the EU
encourages collaboration, being enlisted as a trusted actor by the EU for the purpose
of policy dissemination to the public does not mean that civil society organizations are
involved in a reciprocal relationship with the EU. While ENAR provides foundational
research that the EU can use to conceptually orient its approaches to anti-racism, the EU
has in the past not taken full advantage of that work.

3.1. The Problems with Superficial Deployment of Intersectional Approaches

Notwithstanding, ENAR itself needs to remain critical of its own language with regard
to the suggestions that the organization gives to the EU about the implementation and
monitoring of anti-racism policies and other measures. Sirma Bilge uses the term “orna-
mental intersectionality” to describe the meetings of “neoliberal corporate diversity culture
and identity politics” (Bilge 2013, p. 408). Bilge cautions that a “superficial deployment of
intersectionality undermines intersectionality’s credibility and potentials for addressing in-
terlocking power structures and developing an ethics of non-oppressive coalition-building
and claims-making” (ibid.).

At the same time, institutional anti-racist efforts, especially when they receive support
from civil society organizations, draw on branding themselves as committed to equality,
equity, and diversity. Anti-racism advocacy groups who brand themselves as agents of
reparative action construct a marketable expertise in diversity management for themselves.
Possessing the image of being able to identify and contribute to the management of diversity
can help anti-racism advocacy groups to gain recognition by and access to institutions that
possess different kinds of social resources and power. Anti-racist advocacy groups, then,
become part of the overall management apparatus for diversity in society, thus, limiting
their own abilities to address structural oppression independently.

This critique of advocacy group opportunism is not to say that civil society organiza-
tions should not market their expertise to deciding bodies to gain more access to closed
off spaces of power. Neither do I seek to downplay the contributions that civil society
organizations have made over the years in terms of anti-discrimination legislation using
this strategy. However, it is important to note that forming such relationships by way of
leveraging action against oppression can be problematic and needs to be addressed. As it
was core to the construction of intersectionality theories in discourses by Black feminist
scholars to “confron[t] racism within feminism” (Bilge 2013, p. 420), it is important to
confront the attempts of cultivating Whiteness—as a reaction to “the perceived threats of
growing heterogeneity” (Goldberg 2002, p. 188)—within anti-racist discourse today.

With regard to international queer liberation movements, Rahul Rao notes that libera-
tion movements for marginalized communities are often “haunted by . . . the spectre of
abjection” (Rao 2020, p. 25). Drawing on the example of the international queer liberation
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movement, Rao explains that liberation movements often refigure the marginalized person
“as model capitalist subject whose inclusion promises a future of growth and economic
dynamism” (ibid.). In the case of anti-racism activism, such pitfalls can be identified
when the case for inclusion in society is not made in the language of human rights but
as a persuasive move to change the register of inclusion. Rao correctly argues that, in
such situations, “the language of the market is deployed to repress an unresolved moral
argument about the acceptability or desirability of [the marginalized group] in the nation”
(ibid.). The materialist strategy that Rao identifies in regard to global queer liberation
movements and their relation to state and market actors is apparent also in anti-racism
campaigns.

3.2. Limitations of Civil Society Organizations

The close relation between the EU, the economic and political union between nation
states, and ENAR, an internationally organized anti-racist advocacy coalition between
local and regional actors and organizations across the European nations, speaks to the
intricate relationship that evolves when intersectionality is used for gaining power and
social resources. Organizations like ENAR, on the one hand, act as activist networks
that assist the EU with the dissemination and promotion of anti-racist and other anti-
discriminatory policies. ENAR groups also lend their perspective on inclusion of ethnic
minorities. In addition to this, ENAR groups publish scientific analysis of social issues
related to racism that inform new policies and make links between migration and anti-
discrimination known. On the other hand, ENAR financially benefits from its enlistment
in EU initiatives as it receives around 90 percent through EU contributions (Ruzza 2013,
p. 44). While the EU heavily relies on input by civil society organizations such as ENAR, the
financial dependency that is created between the two begs the question whether civil society
organizations can maintain their independence from EU agendas to provide reflection and
point out voids.

Carlo Ruzza (2013) convincingly notes that the implementation of anti-discrimination
policies, in particular with regard to anti-racism, serves the Commission as a tool to
disseminate a particular narrative about the EU. The aim is to portray the identity of the
union as one that is united in diversity. In order to realize this goal, the Commission
enlists the assistance of anti-racism organizations “as a channel to reach local communities
through a top-down process and use these contacts to disseminate EU policies which have
lifestyle implications, such as the promotion of anti-discriminatory behaviour” (Ruzza
2013, p. 42, ctd. in Ruzza 2006).

The Commission uses its liaisons with civil society associations like ENAR to legit-
imize “EU anti-racist efforts . . . [and] the policy focused on social inclusion and anti-
discrimination in the public opinion of Member States” (Ruzza 2013, p. 47). Due to the fact
that EU-level organizations such as ENAR take an important mediating position between
different interest groups, the paradigmatic use of intersectionality as a tool for establish-
ing and maintaining the relationship between ENAR and the EU comes at a cost to the
communities that anti-racism seeks to serve.

For example, ENAR’s report on intersectionality problematizes the mainstream un-
derstanding of individual racism “as an intentional act perpetrated by one prejudiced
individual against another person or group of people based on race, skin colour, gender or
any other axis of discrimination” (European Network against Racism and Center for Inter-
sectional Justice 2019, p. 14). ENAR’s report was published ahead of the composition and
publication of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025. Regardless, the Commission did
not take full advantage of ENAR’s findings. Instead, as previous examples have outlined,
the new action plan falls short to acknowledge the relationship between universalism and
racism inherent in the Commission’s understanding of racism in the EU.
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4. Universalisms and Racism

Étienne Balibar’s examination of the structural causes of racism is helpful to under-
stand the relationship between racism and nation states and the practices of universalism in
policy. He explains that contemporary forms of racism affect all aspects of life, including the
social, economic, and political engagements of people, and the historical imaginaries they
form therein. Therefore, it does not suffice to understand racism as a singular development
that “revitalizes typologies and reworks accumulated experiences” to reveal to the world
that the way in which we believe humanity came into being is not correct (Balibar 1991,
p. 44). He goes on to explain further that traces of certain forms of racism function as
screens for others, while simultaneously representing the “unsaid” of those other traces.
Showcasing that different forms of racism can be a register for many more forms of oppres-
sion, Balibar explains that compounding multiple expressions of oppression work toward
denying a specific group the right to freedom and humanity (Balibar 1991, p. 45). He gives
the example of xenophobia to demonstrate that the way in which classifying criteria by
which the humanity of a person is assessed presupposes a hierarchical form of ranking.
Even when other signifiers such as “culture” are substituted for that of race, markers such
as “heritage” and “ancestry” are attached to elaborate the relation of a person with their
origin (Balibar 1991, p. 57). Doing so creates idealized descriptions of the human ideal,
and with that, idealizations of “the perfect type of humanity” (Balibar 1991, p. 58) and,
simultaneously, insinuates its opposite.

4.1. United in Diversity

In relation to Balibar’s critical reflection on universalism and racism, there is something
to be said about how the construction of modes of racial oppression is imbued in the
idealized projection of EU identity as “unity in diversity”. Multiple actors, including
international anti-racism advocacy groups, EU institutions, EU MSs, and (White) EU
citizens contribute to the production of anti-racist practices as an approach that offers
(White) EU citizens the possibility of freeing themselves from the accusation of racism.
The promotion of anti-racism through a series of actions that change the supra-nationalist
structures of the EU, therefore, can also serve the construction of an idealized pathway
through which the EU, as a holder of power, hopes to free itself from racism. Although this
approach may not be the intent of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025, the new action
plan’s mission cannot be viewed independent from the underlying project of European
imperialism because the Commission is embedded in, and operates from, the structures
that uphold the principles and goals of nations (Lentin 2004, p. 430).

The issue is that institutions that anti-racist interventions seek to target tend to dera-
cinate themselves to occlude their complicity. Therefore, in order to be effective, the EU
anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 needs to be more critical of previous legislation and
its application of intersectionality as a conceptual framework. The Commission should
interrogate the ways in which the universalism that the new action plan propagates are
constructed without referencing how the historical practice of racism was institutionalized.
I follow Lentin in stating that a failure to recognize the historical contingencies that assert
dominance will result in future policies that will only participate “in compounding the
logic of racial historicism” (Lentin 2004, p. 440).

Alana Lentin draws on Balibar to note that contemporary forms of racism “cannot
be fully understood without a concomitant engagement with the history of the develop-
ment of the notion of universalism and the project of conceiving a general ‘idea of man’”
(Lentin 2004, p. 429). Thus, racism is not a matter of individual prejudice, as noted in the
EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025. Instead, “race” is a political idea, Lentin writes, that
relies on the ideological and methodological framework that the Enlightenment created to
uphold the principles and goals of the nation (Lentin 2004, p. 430).

The conceptual framework of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 should, there-
fore, reflect mainstream strands of anti-racist understanding, as Lentin calls it. By that, she
means the common, but often false understanding of racism that was largely promoted
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by institutions such as UNESCO. Drawing on Lentin, I argue that the new action plan
needs to seriously acknowledge this gap and revert from the individualization of racism
as a problem of pseudo-science. Furthermore, the new action plan should regress from
proposing alternative definitions of difference such as culture and ethnicity (Lentin 2004,
p. 439). As long as the Commission does not acknowledge that there will remain, as Lentin
describes:

the impossibility of equality as premised on the assumption that each and ev-
ery individual has the opportunity to attain the humanity encapsulated by the
universalist vision . . . if the universalistic ideal of humanity is founded upon
the European, white model, it will simply not be possible for the Others that
human rights seek to protect to gain entrance to that community of individuals.
(Lentin 2004, p. 440)

contemporary anti-racism initiatives will continue to jump into the “specter of abjection” (
Rao 2020) and not be able to achieve the necessary reparative work that it needs to come to
terms with the ways in which contemporary problems are entangled with the racial and
colonial histories of the European nations.

4.2. Risks and Chances of Intersectionality in Policy

Even though the reparative approach to racism that the EU anti-racism action plan
2020–2025 suggests considers structural locations and power differentials, the paradig-
matic use of intersectionality that the new action plan presents may risk intersectionality
becoming “a universal device to be applied as an invariant rule” (Bilge 2013, p. 420).
Bilge notes that intersectionality is no objective analytical tool, thus, it does not suffice
to acknowledge that there are different experiences of racism without acknowledging
that there are different bases of oppression that cannot be added up like a “shopping list”
(Bilge 2013, p. 420) to make arguments for liberation. Instead, it is just as necessary to
recognize the different conditions that have created the bases for structural oppression,
as it is important to recognize the different kinds of knowledges and resistance that have
developed as a result (Bilge 2013, p. 419).

Therefore, the Commission tries to avoid thinking of different categories of discrim-
ination as separate from each other. In order to provide a reparative practice, the action
plan provides opportunities to acknowledge the different ways in which experiences of
oppression may be marked. For example, the Commission identified that the specific
function of hatred is to sustain the subordination of historically subordinated peoples
(Brown 2002, p. 424). The new action plan, thus, places great care on identifying different
spaces in which hate is expressed, especially online. In Section 2.1, the plan states that
the Commission is expanding “effective, proportionate and dissuasive criminal penalties
throughout the EU” that the framework decision on combating racism and xenophobia by
means of criminal law (2008/913/JHA of 28 November 2008) laid out via “a full and correct
transposition and implementation” of the Victims’ Rights Directive (2012/29/EU), which
“requires Member States to ensure a fair and non-discriminatory treatment of victims of
crime, with particular attention to victims of crime committed with a bias or discriminatory
motive” (European Commission 2020a, p. 6). Specifically, the new action plan details a
planned digital services act that among other concerns of cyber security will include a
reporting system for experiences of hate speech. The new action plan hopes to contribute
to the safeguarding of freedom of expression online but also be a basis that can “[help] civil
society and policymakers . . . formulate policies that effectively target racism” (European
Commission 2020a, p. 7).

To understand the opportunities and limitations of the new action plan’s approach to
the issue of hatred, it is useful to return to Crenshaw’s concept. Kimberlé Crenshaw first
coined the notion of intersectionality in her 1989 article in which she analyzed the manner in
which the needs of Black women were insufficiently addressed through the mainstreaming
of anti-discrimination doctrine in the United States (Crenshaw 1989). Crenshaw surveyed
a series of court cases in which courts were not willing to allow the claims by Black women
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plaintiffs. Rulings on sex discrimination cases were articulated with regard to race- and
class-privileged White women and rulings on race discrimination were considered from
the experiences of sex- and class-privileged Black men. There was a lack of clarity that
people may experience discrimination by way of multiple categories of discrimination.
Furthermore, the categories of discrimination that were identified were defined through
the experiences of middle-class White women and Black men. Thus, Black women could
not be represented by some combination of any of these categories as these categories do
not speak to the experiences of Black women. Crenshaw importantly pointed out that in
the place of (impossible) intersection, to borrow Rahul Rao’s phrasing (Rao 2020, p. 14), the
experience of Black women is erased.

While multiple forms of discrimination may intersect, they are not separate layers or
separate axes at a crossroads. Contrary to critiques of intersectionality through the “infi-
nite regress objection”, which “assumes the stability and explanatory power of monistic
categories even as it explores their permutations and combinations” (Carastathis 2016,
pp. 148–49), Carastathis argues, intersectionality is aware of the thorny issue that depend-
ing on the social context, social experiences of multiple oppression may be flattened or
fragmented. By that, Carastathis means that intersectionality leaves the option to opt for
single-issue approaches if the issue at hand had to be prioritized. However, Sirma Bilge
importantly notes that such prioritization was always temporary and strategically done
(Bilge 2013, p. 419).

What does the conceptual work mean for the implementation of measures against
hatred in the EU? The new action plan’s approach to stopping online hatred as an anti-racist
strategy reveals that countering racism as a form of hatred can be useful to approach as a
single issue. The space of the internet is so vast that national and supranational entities like
the EU and its MSs have limited resources to identify social experiences of racism online.
Furthermore, the internet is a relatively new space of governance in which nation states
and supra-national entities such as the EU have only governed for about twenty years. The
2014 Communication, for example, called for “establishing a coherent set of global Internet
governance principles that are consistent with fundamental rights and democratic values,
with all stakeholders” through cooperative governance frameworks with shared rights and
responsibilities among the EU MSs (European Commission 2014, p. 4). Already, the 2014
Communication opted for a multistakeholder approach to internet governance because of
issues of unequal access to resources for certain EU MSs, a lack of trust in the structures
of the internet, and a lack of resources to address the multiple concerns that have arisen
over the past twenty years, with the expansion of broadband connection and technology
developments.

Considering the multilevel obstacles with which the EU is faced in governing online
spaces, pursuing a single-issue approach when addressing hatred online is understandable.
While a more nuanced approach to illegal practices of racial discrimination online would
be welcomed, the Commission has found an interesting approach that allows for placing
the issue of hatred online into the focus of internet governance to argue for protection of
the social experiences of racism that people make online.

However, there is also criticism about the EU’s attempt to interfere in the policing of
hate speech online. Maryant Fernandez Perez from EDRi, for example, argues:

The illegality of the content is assessed in relation to companies’ Terms of Service
and ‘where necessary’ vis-à-vis national laws. In practice, this means that content
will always be deleted on the basis of Terms of Service, so there’s never a need to
check the content against national laws on hate speech. (Dachwitz 2016)

Regardless, the integration of racism as an issue in online hate speech through single-issue
political movements such as the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025, using the words of
Carastathis, can be viewed as a “strateg[y] of survival for those who are regarded by their
“natural” communities as outsiders, traitors, and fakers” (Carastathis 2016, p. 196). Such
microscale versions of political coalition to which Carastathis refers emerge out of necessity
for coalition. In this regard, the new action plan offers hope, but hope only if long-term
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strategies will be developed that prevent the policing of hate speech online becoming part
of the cultivation of Whiteness in language online.

5. Reparative Action and Empowerment—A Possibility?

The failure to address the historical contingency of racism in the EU’s language to
anti-racism approaches is problematic. The question, thus, remains, under what conditions
can empowerment be possible? This paradox is particularly visible in the new action plan’s
approach to countering discrimination by law enforcement authorities. In order to prevent
the continuation of different forms of racial discrimination, the Commission suggests to
address the issues of discriminatory attitudes within law enforcement, specifically profiling.
The new action plan acknowledges that there is a need for structural changes to tackle the
lack of “trust in authorities” because many crimes and resistance to public authority are
underreported (European Commission 2020a, p. 7). The Commission proposes a multi-
level approach that involves “mapping the gaps and needs in EU Member States, and
training action to detect and prosecute hate crime” as well as building training manuals
and training packages to “sharpen awareness of fair and inclusive policing” (ibid.). The
Commission hopes that implementing these measures will help develop key guiding
principles to increase the currently low reporting of hate crimes.

Even though the Commission’s new approach to policing and addressing internal
structures of discrimination in the police force is a helpful step toward justice for marginal-
ized groups, it is no strategy of empowerment. Çağrı Kahveci’s analysis of empowerment
in social movements reveals that empowerment can only be achieved through a form of
politics (Ranciére et al. 2001) that disturbs the existing organizational order of a structure
and its police. Drawing on Jacques Ranciére’s concept of politics as a disruptive power
(Rancière 1999) to evoke social change, Kahveci argues that people can achieve a space
for themselves in which they create possibilities for themselves and make room for the
oppressed voices of the subaltern to state their ideas and interests (Kahveci 2017, p. 37).
Therefore, empowerment involves the authorization of marginalized groups through dis-
ruptive politics, so that they can demand their rights, gain access to public resources, and
become involved in decision-making processes that promote the development of society as
a whole (Kahveci 2017, p. 36).

A close look at the new action plan’s proposal for disruptive change in policing,
however, reveals that the Commission does not seek to realize effective and sustainable
structural changes in law enforcement. Instead, the plan follows an integrationist approach
that views the concerns of people who are particularly vulnerable to policing and police
brutality as a marginal concern in the overall foundational framework of law enforcement.
Furthermore, the new action plan misses the opportunity to implement the strategy of
community policing, which the FRA identified as a useful strategy to reduce crime and fear
of crime in its 2018 report on the experiences of discriminations that Black people make in
Europe (European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights 2018). The measure of the EU
anti-racism action plan on policing would benefit from exploring such forms of community
policing that redistribute responsibilities to the members of marginalized communities.

Further lack of measures that strive toward the reorganization of different areas of life
reverberates the exclusionary strategies typical of the European migration regime and its
violent practices in outsourced border control points and refugee camps. The anti-racist
interventions proposed to law enforcement agencies via the new action plan can, therefore,
only be understood as a strategy to ensure temporary survival. Audré Lorde famously
reflects on her experience as a Black lesbian woman with regard to the notion of survival in
the American university context. She writes:

It [survival] is learning how to stand alone, unpopular and sometimes reviled,
and how to make common cause with those others identified as outside the
structures in order to define and seek a world in which we can all flourish. It
is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths. (Lorde and
Clarke [1984] 2007, p. 107)
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While, on the one hand, increased security and protection for people who experience racism
may secure their survival, it is not a strategy that would enable them to be recognized
as equal members in society. Alana Lentin explains that “if the universalistic ideal of
humanity is founded upon the European, white model, it will simply not be possible for the
Others that human rights seek to protect to gain entrance to that community of individuals”
(Lentin 2004, p. 440). Therefore, arguing for the rights of people who are racialized by
way of human rights and protection measures resonates with Lorde’s warning that “the
master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (Lorde and Clarke [1984] 2007,
p. 107). In “Manifesto for Survival”, Sadiah Qureshi elaborates the dimension of survival
in that the next needed step would have to be “changing the balance of power” (Qureshi
2019, p. 213) so that marginalized people are included. Policies for meaningful change can
be proxies for a transversal reconstitution of power.

6. Conclusions

Overall, the current EU initiative on anti-racism is embedded in a series of concrete
steps that the union is taking to ensure that the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights is
realized in all its member states (European Commission 2020a, p. 4). This article has
laid out a critical examination of the conceptual and practical suggestions made by the
Commission to combat racism and foster empowerment, with particular attention to the
language that the new action plan uses. While the Commission aims for a reparative
approach through which structural changes for the benefit of racially marginalized people
in Europe is to be achieved, the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 has its limitations that
are grounded in the historical and temporal context in which the plan has been articulated.

There are deep issues with such a universalizing approach to anti-racism. When
the specific historical and temporal contexts in which the power dichotomy is articulated
are removed or artificially shifted, the historical contingency and the political history are
obscured. The Commission seeks to avoid such violent acts, however, simultaneously
employs marginalized people as informants for implicit bias trainings and diversity hires.

I have argued that the crux of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025 lies in its
language. The new action plan is part of the EU integration framework whose political
grammar enlists the anti-racism initiative in a range of other issues. On the one hand,
anti-racism is conceptually articulated as an integral part of the unity of the EU. On the
other hand, engaging in anti-racist practices via the EU institutions, but also in everyday
life, contributes to the practice of life as a (White) European.

Enlisting anti-racism as a project within the larger dimension of EU integration repro-
duces the structures of European imperialism. The new action plan proposes an intersec-
tional approach, but never fully defines what it means by that or how it plans to employ
this approach. Consequently, we learn about the voids of both policy measures and the
voids made visible by the compounding of different areas of life affected by racialized op-
pression. However, the plan does take important steps to address these voids. Throughout
the future development of anti-racism initiatives, it continues to be of utmost importance
that any anti-racism approach addresses the reciprocal connection between universalism
and racism, in order to avoid anti-racist initiatives becoming enlisted in idealized pathways
to (White) Europeanness.

Furthermore, I have considered the role of the transnationally connected civil society
organization ENAR that has long been deeply connected to the EU and its mission to
combat different forms of discrimination. While ENAR provides the EU with extensive
research and resources, from which the Commission can draw to articulate its policies,
there is no reciprocal exchange or agreement that ENAR’s findings will be implemented.
The limited opportunities that ENAR has at its disposal for interventions raise pertinent
questions about the independence of civil society organizations and the limitations of their
work. However, ENAR’s international network of partner organizations, such as ILGA,
provides an important tool in exerting political pressure on the EU to act on behalf of
ENAR’s concerns. ENAR is fully aware of its role to the Commission and uses its position
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as an important entity for policy dissemination to the public as leverage to mobilize
internationally. The importance of different forms of civil society mobilization increases
and the availability of EU resources for anti-racism initiatives in Europe is guaranteed for
the duration of the EU anti-racism action plan 2020–2025. Thus, the shifts in current EU
legislation, although they have limitations, warrant a certain degree of hope that there will
be space for reparative practices to develop in the future.
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Abstract: In this article, I argue that persisting racial constructs in Spain affect conceptions of
national belonging and continue to shape and permeate contemporary discriminations. I begin by
describing several recent political events that demonstrate the urgent need for a discussion about
“race” and racialization in the country. Second, some conceptual foundations are provided concerning
constructs of race and the corollary processes of racism and racialization. Third, I present data from
various public surveys and also from ethnographic research conducted in Spain on mixedness and
multiraciality to demonstrate that social constructs of race remain a significant boundary driving
stigmatization and discrimination in Spain, where skin color and other perceived physical traits
continue to be important markers for social interaction, perceived social belonging, and differential
social treatment. Finally, I bring race into the debate on managing diversity, arguing that a post-racial
approach—that is, race-neutral discourse and the adoption of colorblind public policies, both of
which are characteristic of the interculturalist perspectives currently preferred by Spain as well as
elsewhere in Europe—fails to confront the enduring effects of colonialism and the ongoing realities
of structural racism. I conclude by emphasizing the importance of bringing race into national and
regional policy discussions on how best to approach issues of diversity, equality, anti-discrimination,
and social cohesion.

Keywords: race; racism; racialization; discrimination; colorblindness; diversity; multiracial; intercul-
turalism; diversity management; Spain

1. Introduction

In February 2018, on a first official visit to Spain, the United Nations Working Group
of Experts on People of African Descent concluded that an alarming “lack of representation
of people of African descent was endemic at State, regional and municipality levels, as
well as in all three branches of power” in Spain (United Nations General Assembly 2018, p.
8). This fact must be considered with the knowledge that the African-descent population
in Spain has now reached approximately two million people (representing 2.2 percent of
the country’s total population), according to various estimates reported by civil society
organizations (United Nations General Assembly 2018).

Later, in March 2019, the European Parliament issued a statement about protecting the
fundamental rights of African-descent populations in Europe, specifically noting that “peo-
ple of African descent are overwhelmingly underrepresented in political and lawmaking
institutions, at European, national and local levels in the European Union”; Member States
were called on “to develop national anti-racism strategies that address the comparative situ-
ation of people of African descent in areas such as education, housing, health, employment,
policing, social services, the justice system and political participation and representation,
and to encourage the participation of people of African descent in television programmes
and other media, in order to adequately address their lack of representation, as well as the
lack of role models for children of African descent” (European Parliament 2019).

A year later, in January 2020, upon the formation of the new coalition government
of Spain, Alba González Sanz, the person who had originally been selected by the party
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Podemos to head the Directorate of Equal Treatment and Ethnic-Racial Diversity, resigned
from the post; she was replaced by Rita Bosaho Cori, originally from Equatorial Guinea,
who became the first-ever Black deputy in the history of Spanish Congress. In her explana-
tion of why she had resigned, González Sanz said, “If we know something in feminism,
it is that representation and symbolic actions matter. We have reorganized the team of
this Ministry so that there is a visible presence of women belonging to racialized groups”
(see Sánchez and Gutiérrez 2020). The Ministry itself also emphasized that such a change
was long overdue given the absence of representation of immigrant-origin and racialized
persons in government institutions and leadership positions. This situation generated great
controversy in the Spanish political domain and in the media around the use of the term
“racialized”.

The above examples regarding the serious underrepresentation of Black people in
positions of political power in Spain, as well as the recent Spanish political controversy
around specifically mentioning “race” and acknowledging structural racism in the country,
give purpose to this article. Using the case of Spain—which tends to think of itself as
a “post-racial” society and is inclined to overlook the sociocultural repercussions of its
colonialist past—I wish to show that the social construct of “race” is a significant boundary
driving present-day stigmatization and discrimination, and I therefore argue for the need
to bring race into the interculturalism policy debate. First, I will lay some theoretical
foundations and arguments concerning the concepts of race, racism, and racialization,
defending the use of these terms as an anti-racism tool. I contend that the idea of race,
generated by the interpretation of phenotype and other physical features, plays a central
role in social dynamics and processes of discrimination, having a real impact on the lives of
racialized groups. Simply put, racism cannot exist without the constructed idea of race,
so we need to consider these topics together (Golash-Boza 2016). Second, I will look at
historical and recent manifestations of racism in Spain while also reflecting on the broader
European context. Third, I will discuss how the “colorblind” or post-racial universalist
approach adopted by current European practices of interculturalism might be falling short
in the fight against discrimination. I concur with Bonilla-Silva (1999, 2013), Lentin (2008,
2020), Simon (2017, 2019), Song (2018), and Wise (2010), among other scholars, that such an
approach, by eschewing discussions of specifically race-related themes and social realities,
has the effect of making it more difficult to challenge societal prejudices and structural
racism, thereby actually increasing the likelihood of ethnoracial discrimination.

Spain is a unique case study within Europe because it has experienced a massive and
sudden increase in its international immigration in recent years. In just 10 years, between
2000 and 2010, Spain’s foreign-born population more than quadrupled, rising from under
1.5 million to over 6.5 million—that is, from less than 4 percent to almost 14 percent of the
total population. To put this in perspective, during this time, Spain’s annual net inflow of
foreign-born individuals was the highest among all OECD countries, second only to the
United States (Arango 2013). This unique contemporary migration experience, together
with the country’s history of colonialism, has made Spain an exceptional laboratory for
studying ethnic and race relations.

2. Conceptualizing Race, Racism, and Racialization

“Race”, as a concept to divide humans into different taxonomies or into essential types
of individuals based on perceived traits, does not have biological meaning, although it
began as a so-called “scientific” practice in the 18th century. From a modern scientific
point of view, we know that “races” do not exist (Ackermann et al. 2016; Cavalli-Sforza
2000; Lewontin et al. 1984; Ruffié 1976; see also Lévi-Strauss 1952). Humanity belongs to a
single species (Homo Sapiens), and the belief that there are different capacities for producing
culture based on genotypic and phenotypic differences—the core belief of racism—is a
fallacy.

Yet, the consequences of the construct of race—that is, racism and racialization—are
very real. As Bonilla-Silva (1999), nodding to the Durkheimian tradition, argues, race is
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a “social fact” that has real effects on people’s lives. This is because the idea of race is
structurally embedded in social, political, economic, and cultural institutions (see also
Chun and Lo 2015; Goldberg 2002, 2006; Grosfoguel 2004; Hall 1980; Song 2018). As put by
Hughey (2017, p. 27), “race is a biological fiction with a social function”.

In the same way that race is a concept with multiple dimensions (Roth 2016), racism—
that is, prejudice and discrimination based on the idea of race—has many forms and
manifestations depending on the context: from biological racism (i.e., the belief in a hierar-
chy of humans based on alleged biological criteria) to what has been called “new racism”
(Barker 1981), “differential neo-racism” (Taguieff 1988), or “cultural fundamentalism” (Stol-
cke 1995), where culture replaces the idea of biological race as a basis for discrimination or
asserted superiority, and differing cultures are viewed as fixed and incompatible entities.
Addressing the wide range of discriminations, San Román (1996) coined the encompass-
ing term “alterophobia” to refer to any ideology of exclusion or rejection of the “other”,
regardless of the criterion or criteria for exclusion (e.g., biology, culture, religion, social
class).

A corollary to the concepts of race and racism, “racialization”, in brief, is the process
of ascribing racial meanings to a relationship, social practice, or group (Omi and Winant
2014). More specifically, it can be understood as the differential treatment of an individual
or a group based on a socially attributed racial category—that is, based on perceived visible
characteristics (e.g., skin color, clothing, or other aspects of appearance) or perceived cul-
tural distinctions (e.g., language or religion) and the assumptions that are made about these
perceived characteristics (Barot and Bird 2001; Chun and Lo 2015; Gans 2017; Hochman
2019; Murji and Solomos 2005; Omi and Winant 2014). In this essentialization of individual
or group characteristics in racial terms, the phenotype plays a fundamental role—that is,
“aspects of a person’s physical appearance that are socially understood as relevant to racial
classification” (Roth 2016, p. 1323; see also Jenkins 1997, p. 65). Grosfoguel (2004), for
instance, explains how the racialization of Puerto Rican ethnicity in New York is largely
based on visible characteristics, such as blackness. As argued by Daynes and Lee (2008),
the phenotype or physical visible traits become the object of racial ideas or beliefs through
selective perception, a process that is influenced by cultural and historical contexts.

While the concept of racialization is principally associated with the eras of colonialism
and postcolonialism (Balibar and Wallerstein 1991), with darker skin color being assigned
an inferior status by the ruling classes, visibility does not always characterize the oppressed
or discriminated-against minority (Song 2020). Populations that were not subject to colonial
history or who were not considered “people of color” have also been racialized, such as
the Irish or Italians in the United States (Fredrickson 2002; King-O’Riain 2021). Moreover,
as Meer (2014) points out, both Muslims and Jews have historically been racialized as
“absolute others”—as have the Romani people throughout history—not only through
having their ethnocultural differences treated with contempt but also by having physical
differences attributed to them in order to justify their marginalization, exclusion, or even
mass murder. Arguably, in present-day Europe, religion (specifically Islam versus Judeo-
Christianity) may hold the “master status” (Hughes 1945) or centrality as a dominant
attribute in social relations, much in the same way that race has occupied this position in
North America (Foner 2015; Grosfoguel 2004; Rodríguez-García 2015).

The fact is, any group is susceptible to being racialized, as the idea of race is a social
construct—with fluid, cultural, and minority/majority components—that depends on
the context (Telles and Paschel 2014). For this reason, the same person, for example,
the actor Antonio Banderas, can be considered White in Spain (in Spain, this would be
indisputable) while being labeled as a “person of color” by a number of news outlets in
the United States.1 Another example showing the contextual nature of race is the April
2018 National Geographic special issue, titled “Black and White”, which featured two twin
daughters of an Anglo/Jamaican intermarried couple: One of the twins looks seemingly
“White” because of her light skin color and blonde hair, and the other one looks more
phenotypically “Black” (Edmonds 2018). Racial labels are shown to be arbitrary and
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unmeaningful through this case—and clearly a construct of society rather than a fact of
biology. Through these examples, we also see how blackness is a category that is constructed
in relation to another invented racial category: whiteness. That is, whiteness should not
be thought of as “raceless”, but actually as a racial construct, or even as the primordial
racial construct (Lentin 2020). In this sense, the White population is also racialized (see also
Beaman 2019; Lewis 2004; Telles and Flores 2013). At this point, it is important to consider
Song’s (2014a, p. 107) argument regarding the need “to differentiate more clearly between
‘racism’ (as an historical and structured system of domination) from the broader notion
of ‘racialization’” in order to “[articulate] a more nuanced and complex understanding of
racial incidents”.2

Moreover, since racialization is a “dialectical process that involves the processes and
resulting structures and institutions in which racialized people participate” (Miles 1989,
p. 76), racialization usually intersects with variables other than race, such as gender or
occupation. Stereotyped differential abilities may be attributed to both women and men of
racialized groups, affecting their access to work. The concept of “gendered racialization”
applies to the study of ethnic work niches, where factors of origin/appearance and gender
(and class, too) become entrenched in available or common work options. For instance,
Asian (Lee 2015), Mexican (Vasquez 2010), and African (Elabor-Idemudia 1999) women
have been characterized as having different “essential” skills in the workplace, in turn
leading to racialized and genderized economic niches. This ethnoracial homogenization
may also be applied to larger groups, such as the Latino population as a whole (Rumbaut
2009; Smith and Abreu 2019; Telles 2014) or immigrants and refugees in general (Aguilar
Idáñez and Buraschi 2018; Gans 2017).

In addition to specifically impacting on work opportunities, racialization, viewed as
a process, can be a helpful concept for referring to the disproportions that occur between
ethnoracial groups in terms of access to goods, resources, services, healthcare treatment, and
other needs, and also for describing the social problems disproportionately affecting certain
groups as a result of these disparities (e.g., the racialization of poverty, the racialization of
crime and incarceration, the racialization of high school dropouts). That is, certain groups
are overrepresented in certain areas of social marginalization and disadvantage and are
underrepresented in other areas of institutional privilege, such as in the education system,
the justice system, the healthcare system, and government (Campos 2012). In this way,
racialization can be understood as a process that “reflects the legitimation, rationalization,
and justification for racism or the systematic, hierarchical, and unequal distribution of
resources and unequal treatment of people once racialized” (Goss and Hughey 2017, p. 1).

3. The Persistence of Racial Constructs in So-Called Colorblind Spain

In the United States, where the Black/White divide predominates owing to the legacy
of slavery, the term “race” is still used as an analytical concept and as a popular category
within social activism to highlight the importance of color in the dynamics of social inclu-
sion/exclusion. Racial labeling in the United States is embedded in the culture, originally
as an obvious tool of oppression, and later as an attempt for certain groups to reappropriate
racial terms for both empowerment and anti-discrimination reasons. Black people in the
States have been referred to as “colored”, “Negroes”, “African Americans”, and “Blacks”,
depending on the historical moment, and at present, some non-White groups use the term
“BIPOC” to highlight the unique relationship to whiteness that Black people, Indigenous
people, and people of color have.3

In contrast, in Spain—as in most countries in continental Europe since the end of World
War II—the word “race” has largely remained a taboo category (i.e., politically incorrect)
in academic and political discourse. A classical anti-racism approach has been adopted,
according to which making ethnic or racial distinctions is seen to be at the root of racism.
The understanding is that equality is achieved through the invisibilization of differences.
Nevertheless, the issue of race is certainly not absent in Spain, or in Europe. Policies and
national discourses of race and race relations from past colonial times still have an important
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impact on contemporary European societies, where forms of racism and discrimination
remain ongoing problems. Although Spain may not be a strictly pigmentocratic society
like the United States (Alba and Foner 2015; Hunter 2007; Martin et al. 2017; Price 2012)
or Brazil (Telles 2014; Telles and Paschel 2014), numerous studies show that skin color
and other physical traits are nonetheless crucial markers for social interaction, social
inclusion/exclusion dynamics, and differential treatment in Spain (Cornejo Parriego 2007;
Flores 2015; Hellgren 2018; Rodríguez-García 2010, 2015; Rodríguez-García et al. 2016, 2018,
2021), as is also the case in other countries in Europe.4

Several recent studies conducted by the Federation of SOS Racism Associations (2015,
2019) conclude that discrimination in Spain based on skin color is overwhelming. The first
study (2015) reports discriminatory practices in access to housing, noting a considerable
difference in the refusal to rent apartments to the “distinguishable” foreign-born population
as compared to the native-born Spanish-origin population (70 percent versus 30 percent,
respectively). The second study (2019) warns about discrimination arising from police
stops based on ethnic profiling: In 2017, in Catalonia, 54.1 percent of the total police stops
by the Mossos d'Esquadra (the autonomous police force of Catalonia) involved foreign-born
individuals, a group that accounts for only 13.7 percent of the total Catalan population. The
United Nations Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent similarly found
that “racial profiling of people of African descent is endemic” in Spain, and that “black
people [in Spain] run the risk of being singled out 42 times more often in ports and public
transport, simply because of the colour of their skin” (United Nations General Assembly
2018, p. 7).

Another recent study focusing on the municipality of Barcelona (Ajuntament de
Barcelona 2020) also indicates that the main form of discrimination in Barcelona, account-
ing for 33 percent of reported cases, is racism and racialization, mostly directed towards
Maghrebi people and Black African women; similar findings are also reported in France,
where discrimination based on skin color or origin is the most common form of discrimi-
nation, particularly affecting populations of African origin (including people of Maghrebi
origin), regardless of whether populations were born and socialized in France (Brinbaum
et al. 2018).

Furthermore, according to the Spanish government’s 2020 domestic report on “Per-
ception of Discrimination Based on Racial or Ethnic Origin” (CEDRE (Consejo para la
Eliminación de la Discriminación Racial o Étnica) 2020), more than half of the minority
populations surveyed (51.8 percent) stated that they had felt discriminated against in the
past year. This report presents data from a survey conducted with 1600 Spanish residents
or nationals from eight different ethnoracial groups (Romani, Maghrebi, Indo-Pakistani,
East Asian, Andean, Eastern European, non-Mediterranean African, and Afro-descendant5

populations) about their perception of discrimination in different areas of life, such as public
education, the healthcare system, government institutions, access to housing, and treatment
by the police. Since 2013, the year of the previous government report, the perception of
having experienced discrimination in Spain had increased in almost all areas.

These findings can only be explained by the fact that Spain is a society infused with—at
all levels of the social structure—the construct of race and the reality of racism, both of
which are closely linked to the country’s history of colonialism. Before becoming viewed
as a scientific category in the 18th century, the idea of race was formulated as a category
of moral, religious, and social status in Spain, intended to protect class privileges. It is
important to point out the extent to which Spanish racism has been characterized by the
primacy given to Catholicism and a related logic of excluding the racialized “religious
other” (see Feros 2017; Méchoulan 1981).6 Discrimination based on both skin color and
ethnocultural difference has absolutely formed part of this logic of exclusion—one only
has to think of the historical persecution of the Roma in Spain (see, for example, Cortés
and Fernández 2015) despite their tendency to adopt the state religion of Catholicism or
of the famous Spanish-language song “Angelitos negros” that was popularized in 1947 by
Spanish-Cuban singer Antonio Machín,7 which critically questions why there are no Black
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angels in the Catholic Church’s representations of heaven; however, religion has been a
central organizing principle.

The construction of “race” and “whiteness” in Spain can be traced back to the 13th
century, when the idea of “blood purity”—a Catholic doctrine of essential/moral distinction
between Christians (i.e., Catholics) and non-Christians (i.e., Muslims and Jews)—came into
being. In the 15th century, the implementation of the Estatutos de limpieza de sangre (Laws of
Purity of Blood) sought more clearly to ensure that only people of Christian descent (“Old
Christians”, interpreted as being “pure White”) were able to advance socially and maintain
positions of power over Jews, “Moors” (as Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula were called),
and converts to Christianity (conversos) in mainland Spain, and over Native Americans,
Black people (of African descent), and mixed-race people (“mulattos”) in the context of
the Spanish colonies (Méchoulan 1981). Even the fact of converting to Catholicism, a
seemingly inclusive practice that was central to the project of Spanish colonial expansion,
did not afford “New Christians” the same status—in terms of both “racial purity” and
class privilege—that was held by Old Christians. Thus, in 16th-century colonial America, a
caste system was created that matched a person’s assigned religious and racial status with
the degree of rights and social participation that this individual would have; this system
would govern the entire social and economic organization of the colonies. A family’s social
position (its honor) was based on maintaining the integrity of “blood purity” in its lineage.
In this context, the mixing of castes (i.e., of bloodlines) through intermarriage was seen as
challenging the hierarchical social order and was considered synonymous with moral and
social degradation (Rodríguez-García 2021).

The standards of racial purity in Spain were abolished completely only in 1870. Later,
during Franco’s dictatorship (1939–1975), the concern of the ruling regime was to morally
regenerate what was called “the Spanish race” through a project of national Catholicism
and a revival of “authentic” Spanish tradition. The proclaimed notion of Hispanidad
(Spanishness) was not defined by racial categories per se, but it was highly insular, defined
by Catholicism, and deeply antagonistic to “foreign” elements (Campos 2016; Rodríguez-
García et al. 2021, p. 841). Since the 1980s, in Spain’s post-Franco efforts to assert itself
as a modern and civilized European nation that belongs in the European Union, the
conceptualization and definition of Spanish society and identity as fundamentally White
have continued.

With respect to the ethno-religious origins of Spanish racism, the North African Muslim
population in Spain, who are chiefly from Morocco (the largest foreign-born population
group in the country), continue to experience discrimination in modern-day Spain, as they
have historically been stigmatized and racialized as “absolute others” since the time of the
Crusades (Mateo Dieste 2018). As Rodríguez-García et al. (2021, p. 841) have explained,
“Islamophobia . . . in Spanish society [has] historical roots dating back to the Reconquista
[Reconquest], the centuries-long violent conflict in the Iberian Peninsula between Christians
and Muslims (“the Moors”, from the Maghreb) that predated the era of the Spanish Empire
and related colonization. To these intercountry and intercultural tensions, the continual
sociopolitical conflict during the Spanish protectorate in Morocco (1912–1958) can be added,
as can the widespread suspicion of Muslim communities in the Western world since the
9/11 terrorist attacks (Ramberg 2004)”. Given this history, in Spain, even in present times,
certain perceived physical traits (such as darker skin color), ways of dressing (such as
wearing the hijab), or Arabic accents and names “become signifiers of ‘being a Muslim’
and elicit social distancing and discriminatory reactions from the mainstream society”
(Rodríguez-García et al. 2018, p. 12; see also Rodríguez-García et al. 2016, p. 528; 2021, p.
841; Rodríguez-Reche and Rodríguez-García 2020; Rodríguez-García and Rodríguez-Reche
forthcoming).

Spain’s historical relationship with the idea of race and with the practice of systemic
racism, however, is almost completely overlooked in current times. The disturbing aspects
and consequences of Spain’s colonialist past—not only its colonization of the Americas but
also of parts of Asia and Africa, the latter of where it had colonies in Morocco and Equatorial
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Guinea until the late 1960s—as well as the country’s historic ethnic cleansing of Jews,
Muslims, and Roma are often disremembered by Spanish nationals. The shocking reality is
that in Spain and its colonies, Black slaves were sold until as late as 1846—sales that were
advertised in newspapers’ “Sale of Animals” section (see Viana 2019). In fact, Spain was the
last European country to abolish slavery (in 1886). Moreover, playful reenactments of battles
between “Moors” and Christians still take place today at schools and popular festivals
all over Spain to commemorate the Reconquest of Spain by the Christians. Furthermore,
products of popular consumption such as Cola-Cao (a widely consumed chocolate drink in
Spain, whose early advertisements, remembered nostalgically by many Spaniards, featured
a song portraying slaves happily working on cocoa plantations)8 and Conguitos (literally
“little Congolese people”, a very popular Spanish brand of chocolate-covered peanuts) are
examples of the internalization and normalization of the racial imaginary in Spain.

The case of Conguitos, in particular, is very revealing of the extent to which racist im-
ages of Black people in packaging and commercials have changed so little over the decades
in Spain. Initially, starting in the 1960s, the Conguitos wrapper and advertisements featured
colonialist images of “primitive” African people in their huts (always with caricatured
features, especially oversized lips). In more recent decades, the product’s packaging and
ads have included references to hip-hop culture and to sports, such as basketball. Either
way, the product has always maintained a strong stereotype of Black people. The fact that
all the Conguitos’ faces and characters are consistently Black and that they are being offered
up to “be eaten” or consumed by a White majority sends a doubly disturbing message
about power relations in Spanish society.9 Most Spaniards, young and old, are completely
unaware of this normalized form of racism in their society. And not surprisingly, it is still
common for kids at school to call their Black peers “Conguito” as a pejorative term—and
to call their Muslim peers “moro”, or “Moor” (Ballestín González 2012; Rodríguez-García
et al. 2018, 2021).

One of the ways in which we are able to evaluate and observe the persistence of racial
constructs is through the study of mixedness—that is, the study of mixed couples and their
multiracial/multiethnic descendants. A recent study conducted in Spain on ethnoracially
mixed youth (Rodríguez-García et al. 2021) demonstrates the ongoing reality of differential
social treatment based on constructed, ascribed racial categorizations.10 The following
interview excerpts from native-born Spanish youth who participated in the study show
how these respondents, most of whom are multiracial, have clearly been given the message
that they do not belong on the basis of their perceived physical appearance; only a few
examples from the many narratives that articulate similar experiences could be included
here owing to space limitations.

The discrimination I have experienced in my life has, above all, been linked to my
skin color. At school, there were the typical comments of “Conguito”, “Black”,
etc.11 ( . . . ) If I do not speak, [people] see me as a total foreigner. But as soon
as I speak, [they comment,] “Oh, how interesting! What beautiful and perfect
Catalan you have!” ( . . . ) It might be the darkness of my skin . . . , [but] when I
open my mouth and I speak with this deep Catalan, I am forgiven my blackness.
Even more so once they know that one of my parents is super White, and that I
am in university.

(22-year-old female, Spanish mother and Rwandan father)12

Nobody identifies me as Spanish. Instead, as Brazilian, Saharan, Moroccan,
Indian, Latin American . . . I have this face [referring to her dark skin color], and
they think that I’m a foreigner ( . . . ) There’s a lot of difference between my sister
and me: My sister is very light-skinned, so she is not noticed.

(27-year-old female, Spanish father and Colombian mother)

Eighty percent of the people I have met in my life have asked me what I call “the
big question”. They have never taken it as a given that I am from here. They’ve
seen me as a foreigner—as Moroccan, Dominican . . . Because of my hair, because
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of my skin color ( . . . ) I’ve been in line at a disco and girls that I did not know at
all have touched my hair.

(24-year-old female, Cape Verdean father and Spanish mother)

If I have to define myself, I will say that I am a Black male born in Spain. I
don’t feel [Spanish] because people haven’t made me feel it. Because of these
life experiences, you also have to keep your guard up . . . Here, the Catalans or
Spaniards do not see me as Catalan or Spanish, but I see myself as Catalan and
Spanish. They just see me as Black. I remember a comment from a co-worker that
made me kind of happy and reflective; he said that it was an achievement that
there was a Black man working at the Red Cross. That made me think [about
how] Black people in Spain have so little power that any minimum achievement
means a lot ( . . . ) When I was a child, I would have liked having had a Black
teacher, a Black doctor . . .

(29-year-old male, Spanish mother and Guinean father)

Similar sentiments of experiencing exclusion and imposed “non-belonging”—and,
in this case, overt racism—are communicated by a parent regarding her Spanish-born
multiracial children:

[My daughters] belong here; they feel they are from here, but people see them as
foreigners . . . For example, there was a third-grade teacher who told [my eldest
daughter, who was then eight years old,] while preparing for the play Little Red
Riding Hood, “Since you are Black, you will be the wolf”. That time I went and
complained to the principal.

(Dominican woman married to a Spanish man)

All of the above narratives show the relevance of skin color for social inclusion
in Spanish society and express the more limited identity options available to Spanish-
born ethnoracially mixed individuals who are perceived as having “foreign” origins. The
following interview excerpt also comments on how having a darker skin color may restrict
a Spaniard’s personal freedoms in comparison to his or her White-perceived peers:

To be a Black/White [mix] is not at all the same thing as being Black/Black. No
comparison. I think I would not have even met my current partner [a native
White female] if I was Black/Black ( . . . ) Racialized people are very constricted.
Many times, I would like to be White ( . . . ) Almost all my friends are White,
and I [inline] skate and I really like going out at night with my friends, but they
are much more daring than me. They can skate in front of the police or they can
drink in front of the police, and I know I can’t do that; I don’t even try!

(22-year-old male, British mother and Cameroonian father)

The two final narratives reveal not only the privileging of whiteness within Spanish
society but also the existence of cultural racism—the privileging of Western cultures and
the expression of prejudice towards “non-European” ethnic groups and religions, especially
towards Muslims:

I have been turned away from entering a bar, or [have experienced prejudice]
when looking for an apartment ( . . . ) Now that we have signed our rental contract,
we have had to put my partner’s name on it because his name is more Spanish
than mine.

(24-year-old female, Mexican mother and Tunisian father)

My twin sister does not experience [discrimination] as much—because she does
not wear the hijab, and she is lighter and has straight hair and such. So, she does
not usually receive [racist] comments. Of course, the consequence of wearing
the hijab is that you stand out more. I take the subway and I see that people are
staring at me—every day.

(19-year-old female, Moroccan parents)
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All these examples demonstrate the prevalence of what we can identify as casual
racism, micro-racism, “everyday racism” (Essed 1991), or “microaggressions” (Sue 2010)—
for example, experiences of verbal slights or insults, being stared at, or being regarded with
suspicion and distrust. The findings from this study on multiracial and multiethnic youth in
Spain show the important role that the interpretation of skin color/physical appearance still
plays in social interactions in Spain; these results are largely in line with other studies con-
ducted in Europe and beyond (see below for some examples). Such research indicates that,
contrary to what classical assimilation theories had predicted (Gordon 1964), in Western
societies, socially transformative processes of intermarriage and mixedness paradoxically
coexist with the persistent stigmatization and discrimination of certain groups, particularly
people of Black African heritage and people of Muslim background; these racialized groups
may be more socially constrained when it comes to having their identity options and sense
of belonging validated by the larger society (see, for example, Song (2017) for the nuanced
case of the United Kingdom; Beaman (2019) and Brinbaum et al. (2018) for the case of
France; Gilliéron (2017) for the case of Switzerland; Brunsma (2006), Khanna (2010), Lee
and Bean (2012), Spencer (2011), and Waters (1996) for the case of the United States; Telles
and Paschel (2014) for the case of Latin America; and Chito Childs (2014), Rodríguez-García
(2015), and Osanami Törngren et al. (2021) for a global perspective).

4. Colorblind Interculturalism? Bringing “Race” into the Discussion on Managing
Diversity

It is clear that the idea of race, perpetuated by the interpretation of phenotype and other
physical features, factors importantly into social dynamics and processes of discrimination
nowadays, having a real impact on the lives of racialized groups. Daily lives are still
marked by racial divides, as this article has shown for the Spanish context through both
survey and ethnographic data. Therefore, it would be reasonable to think that this reality
should be taken into account in current policies for managing diversity and improving
social cohesion. But is this the case?

In an attempt to avoid the limitations and reputed negative outcomes of multicultur-
alism in the European context, interculturalism—the preferred new paradigm for manag-
ing diversity in society—claims to distinguish itself from both the assimilationist policy
paradigm (cultural uniformity, in which minority ethnocultural groups are absorbed into
the “dominant culture”) and multiculturalist approaches to diversity. Multiculturalism, a
philosophy or policy model that stands in opposition to assimilationist (and colorblind)
perspectives, involves the state playing an active role in the defense of minority rights and
cultural diversity to further goals of equality, inclusion, and anti-discrimination. This policy
paradigm has experienced a backlash in recent decades, influenced by events such as the
Rushdie Affair of 1989, the 2001 summer riots in northern towns of the United Kingdom,
and the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States, among other incidents (Joppke 2004;
McGhee 2008; Rodríguez-García 2010; Vertovec and Wessendorf 2010; Zapata-Barrero
2019). Over the course of renewed debates about how best to approach and govern di-
versity in modern times, interculturalism has emerged as a suggested model. While the
interculturalist policy paradigm also acknowledges and values diversity in contemporary
societies, it is critical of what it views as multiculturalism’s overly strong focus on cul-
tural/group rights and the recognition of differences—a policy focus that has been argued
by interculturalists as hindering social cohesion. Zapata-Barrero (2017, p. 1) explains how
interculturalism shifts the emphasis to a “contacts-based policy approach, aimed at foster-
ing communication and relationships among people from different backgrounds”, “focuses
on common bonds rather than differences”, and “centres its policy goals on community
cohesion and reframing a common public culture that places diversity within rather than
outside the so-called Unity”. Interculturalism emphasizes contact or “positive interaction”
(Zapata-Barrero 2016) and dialogue (Council of Europe 2008) between groups, commonality,
community cohesion, identity flexibility, and dynamism; and these goals should surely
constitute part of an optimal approach to managing diversity within societies. I myself,
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in an earlier publication, have advocated for a model of interculturalism, conceptualized
as “the interactive process of living together in diversity, with the full participation and
civic engagement of, and social exchange between, all members of society beyond that of
mere recognition and coexistence, in turn forming a cohesive and plural civic community”,
as this approach, apart from encouraging interaction, “has the merit of focusing on the
negotiation and conflict-resolution process . . . and of emphasizing the changing nature of
cultures and societies” (Rodríguez-García 2010, pp. 260–61). However, my wariness of
current European concepts and projects of interculturalism stems from, on the one hand,
their presumed cultural evenhandedness, and on the other hand—in their eagerness to
distinguish interculturalism from multiculturalism and its perceived failures—their great
reluctance to name and defend certain aspects of diversity that still, based on empirical
evidence, need specific attention, namely race (see also Keval’s (2014) critical discussion of
interculturalism’s “de-racing” and “de-classing” tendencies).

It is beyond the scope of this article to engage with all the features or specific arguments
of the interculturalist policy paradigm, many of which are positive and workable, nor is it
my goal specifically to enter into the debate about whether interculturalism is a variant of
multiculturalism or an entirely new paradigm (see, for example, Barrett 2013; Cantle 2012a,
2012b, 2013; Joppke 2018; Mansouri and Modood 2021; Meer and Modood 2012; Modood
2017; Zapata-Barrero 2017, 2019). Both approaches or frameworks, at a theoretical level, are
underpinned by similar principles for managing diversity or pluralism (Young 1990; Grillo
1998): the principle of respecting difference (of origin, culture, race, ethnicity, nationality,
religion, and so forth) and the principle of trying to foster equality and non-discrimination.
Furthermore, the reality is that both multiculturalism and interculturalism in practice
combine pluralist and assimilationist perspectives to lesser or greater degrees depending
on the context. My concern here, therefore, is not with what the emerging or refined policy
model should ultimately be called, but rather with what it proposes to do—and for this
reason, in relation to the specific topic raised in this article, I find it necessary to address
certain areas of weakness that I perceive in the interculturalist approach that is steadily
gaining acceptance in European contexts.

The interculturalist policy paradigm in Europe is premised on a post-racial under-
standing of contemporary society and a related belief that identity categorizations based
on “race”, origin, and nationality are increasingly less pertinent to the diversity debate
(Cantle 2012a, 2013; Zapata-Barrero 2016, 2017). Within this framework, the universalist
approach to the issues of race and equality is a race-neutral rhetoric and a colorblind public
policy13—a “post-racial liberalism”, as coined by Wise (2010), which de-emphasizes “racial
discrimination and race-based remedies for inequality, in favor of . . . ‘universal’ programs”
(Wise 2010, p. 16). This trend of thought, which started with Wilson’s (1978) The Declining
Significance of Race and underpinned Obama’s successful campaign for the presidency of
the United States, is also apparent in contemporary theories of global citizenship (Dower
2003).

However, the post-racial notion that processes of ever-increasing globalization, transna-
tionalism, and “super-diversity” (Vertovec 2007) have rendered the concept of race far less
significant is fallacious. Interculturalists tend to present three connected arguments to sup-
port a post-racial viewpoint. The first is that in our current global landscape, identities are
increasingly multiple and fluid, if not chosen, and that single identifiers of race, ethnicity,
or national origin are no longer appropriate or particularly meaningful, nor do they capture
the internal diversity within these categories (e.g., Cantle 2012a, 2013; Zapata-Barrero 2016).
The second argument is that because of all the diversity that characterizes contemporary
Western societies, in which so many citizens are of either second- or third-generation immi-
grant background or mixed ethnoracial descent, community relations within nations can no
longer be approached through the same minority/majority assumptions that have driven
multiculturalist policies (e.g., Cantle 2013; Zapata-Barrero 2017), nor can we conceive of
social relations in terms of a clearly discernible color/racial divide that is disadvantaging
to non-White groups. Cantle (2012a, p. 40), one of the leading advocates of interculturalism
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in the British and European contexts, has explicitly stated, “The black–white binary divide
is no longer central and should no longer underpin our view of race and racism”. The third
post-racial argument that interculturalist discourses employ—an idea that flows from the
previous premises—is that given that race, as both a basis for identity and social inequali-
ties, does not hold the same importance that it once did, we need to shift our focus to other
areas of difference and regard them as equally significant aspects of identity (Cantle 2012a,
2013; see also Zapata-Barrero 2017).

Based on my own extensive research on mixedness (i.e., mixed unions and mixed-
background descendants) during the past two decades (e.g., Rodríguez-García 2015;
Rodríguez-García et al. 2018, 2021), in addition to sociological and anthropological data
available from multiple research studies conducted in both Europe and North America (see
the previous section of this article), these post-racial arguments tell only part of the truth.
They tend to minimize the actual importance of race—visible traits that are assigned an
ethnoracial meaning or interpretation (e.g., skin color, “non-European” religious dress)—in
people’s lived experiences (see also Keval 2014) and also to discount the real possibility that
these shared experiences, whether in terms of identity or discrimination, may continue to
form a basis for collective solidarity. There can be no doubt that hybrid or multiple iden-
tities are an ever-growing reality, which means that people may find “self-classification”
increasingly difficult and may feel connected to a variety of ethnic, religious, national,
and racial identities. However, the fact that identity, like culture, is complex, multiple,
and flexible—with multiple layers that intersect—along with the recognition that mixed,
pan-ethnic, and cosmopolitan affiliations across the globe are on the rise does not signify
that there are no significant positionalities. Complex and multifaceted personal identities
do not necessarily indicate that people’s identities have become diluted of all specific
ethnocultural, racial, and group attachments and that a sense of sharing collective bonds
on these grounds is not experienced.

Moreover, interculturalism needs to better acknowledge that not all individuals can
navigate flexibly and freely across their different layers of identity (Rodríguez-García et al.
2021), nor may they wish to (Modood 2016). Some aspects or dimensions of identity,
including racial or ethnic heritage, can be more salient than others, whether by choice or
imposition. Even though racial categories and identifications are becoming increasingly
complex precisely because of super-diversity and the growth of mixed-race populations (see,
for example, Song 2014b), the post-racial suggestion that White and non-White phenotypes
or that “Western” and “non-Western” physical appearances now carry the same level of
inherent social privilege in the European context contradicts what many people of color and
many people who are visibly Muslim (especially women), among other racialized groups,
are saying about their lived experiences; citizens who are “visible” in relation to White
European society frequently find their national belonging questioned in European countries,
and they report experiencing microaggressions as well as other forms of exclusionary
treatment (e.g., more limited access to housing). Certainly, different countries and cities
might experience different issues (see, for instance, Modood (2016) on the British context)
and might report varying degrees of prejudice, but we know that pervasive race-based
discrimination continues to exist—and it definitely exists in Spain, which is where my
primary research has been conducted.

Furthermore, with respect to interculturalism’s questioning of whether contemporary
diversity policies can or should still apply the same ethnoracial majority/minority divide
in their understanding of societies, this viewpoint strikes me as somewhat paradoxical
because of the unacknowledged majority privileged position that seems to be implicit in
interculturalist discourse. The interculturalist goal of “placing diversity within the main-
stream” (Zapata-Barrero 2017, p. 6) is certainly laudable and desired, but the discourse’s
post-racial and colorblind approach, as well as its extreme wariness of recognizing cultural
or ethnic groups (interculturalism recognizes individuals), makes it difficult to understand
which aspects of diversity will be valued and mainstreamed and also who will be deter-
mining what inclusions—or exclusions—are made. There seems to be an absence of critical

77



Soc. Sci. 2022, 11, 13

analysis regarding the power and cultural hierarchies that are embedded in the process. As
Kymlicka (1995) has argued, states are never culturally neutral. Lähdesmäki and Wagener
(2015) have made similar arguments, pointing out that official European discourses on
interculturalism, specifically the 2008 White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue by the Council
of Europe, have sometimes approached questions of diversity from a limited Western
European viewpoint, generally employing a Eurocentric interpretation of cultures and
cultural differences and minimally acknowledging the sociocultural or historical differences
between European societies (see also Lähdesmäki et al. 2020).

As regards interculturalism’s claim that race matters less than before and that all
aspects of difference should be given equal consideration in the policy arena, of course,
diversity and identity are multidimensional phenomena and are not defined only by
race. There are certainly multiple other forms of difference, based on religious affiliation,
gender, ethnic affiliation, social class, sexual orientation, disability, and age, among other
factors, all of which intersect. However, that does not preclude the fact, borne out by
empirical evidence provided here and elsewhere, that race is still a crucial part of the
equation. While the notion of racial categorization itself can be problematized (as can
categorization according to national origin), we cannot ignore the fact that people cannot
choose their phenotype, how it is perceived by others, and how this may impact their
everyday lives. I would also argue that acknowledging “intersectionality” (Crenshaw
1989) and the multiple factors that influence identity does not mean that we can assume
that all aspects of identity carry the same weight in people’s day-to-day lives, their social
interactions, or their experiences of social inclusion/exclusion processes. For this reason,
theoretical conceptions and proposed policy models related to diversity management must
be supported and complemented by an ethnographic approach to the subject that takes
peoples’ real everyday experiences into account. Authors such as Bonilla-Silva (2013),
Jefferess (2018), Simon (2019), and Wise (2010) argue that by dismissing the dynamics of
race and racism (i.e., the historical and institutional structures of White domination that so
often determine social position and opportunity and that also underlie everyday instances
of racism), the “benevolent” public political discourses on post-racial global citizenship
normalize, rather than challenge, structures of inequality, in turn making it easier for right-
wing xenophobic parties to gain ground. A paradox pointed out by Lentin (2008) is that the
silence about race in Europe—notably, the term or concept of “race” is largely divorced even
from initiatives specifically undertaken to combat “racism”—has allowed European nations
officially to declare themselves non-racist while simultaneously maintaining a conception
of a fundamental European superiority, a notion or norm that tacitly presupposes whiteness
(see also Beaman 2019; Roig 2017; Simon 2019). A post-racial or colorblind public policy
view, then, while it may in theory seem fair and sensible, is somewhat impractical, as it
limits discussion and opportunities concerning difference where they are most needed,
effectively diverting attention away from, if not silencing opposition to, ethnic and racial
inequality in society.

A further limitation of interculturalism is its insistence on re-centering diversity de-
bates around the issue of individual identities, preferences, and practices; such a stance
indicates a departure from the multiculturalist practices of recognizing ethnocultural and
racial groups and protecting what Kymlicka (1995) has called “group-differentiated rights”,
both of which are disputed ideas in interculturalist discourse (see Cantle 2012a; Council of
Europe 2008; Zapata-Barrero 2016, 2017).14 In its contemplation of questions of both identity
and rights, interculturalism’s conceptual separation of the individual from the group seems
somewhat flawed in logic to me—which I will go on to explain—and, in my opinion, acts
as a potential stumbling block to interculturalism achieving its stated anti-discrimination
objectives (see, for example, Cantle 2013; Council of Europe 2008; Zapata-Barrero 2017).

The argument that has guided the reaction against multiculturalism in recent years,
particularly in northwestern Europe, is that the active recognition of minority cultures
and rights—a public policy that emphasizes ethnoracial identity, group membership,
and cultural rights—reinforces differences and ultimately gives rise to social divisiveness
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and group segregation. However, multiculturalism, since its first official formulation
by Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in 1971, has been a federal policy that was
designed not only to defend ethnocultural diversity and minority rights but also to combat
discrimination and promote social cohesion. Cantle (2013, p. 85) has strongly criticized
the “outmoded ideas and divisive conception of multiculturalism”, highlighting its policy
failures, yet conceding that somehow the “progressive multiculturalism” (2013, p. 77)
found in Canada—which he claims differs from “the separationist British model” (2013, p.
77)—has seemed to work; he states that the federal Canadian version “leans towards the
concept of interculturalism and relies upon the development of commonality and a sense
of belonging and inclusion across all areas of difference” (2013, p. 77). It strikes me as a
strange assertion that the original fully fledged multiculturalist framework for managing
diversity, which is now 50 years old, has been generally successful all these years on the
basis that it is some type of “progressive” or exceptional form of this policy paradigm. It is
far more likely that outcomes of group separation and social fragmentation in European
contexts have been the result of poorly devised and exclusionary national immigration and
integration policies (e.g., long-standing “guest worker” or temporary residence policies;
very restrictive policies concerning access to citizenship; the absence of multicultural and
anti-racism education in schools), among other policies and factors, which in some cases
have led to the exclusion and socioeconomic disadvantage of certain groups (see also Grillo
2018, pp. 82–84).

Indeed, multiculturalism as practiced on a national level in Canada—which is a theme
I have dealt with in earlier works (e.g., Rodríguez-García 2010, 2012)—demonstrates that a
number of interculturalism’s fundamental policy objectives can be achieved. Regarding the
need to bridge unity and diversity, as well as to reconfigure these concepts so that they are
not viewed as separate entities (Zapata-Barrero 2017), the multiculturalist policy approach
in Canada has implemented specific policies regarding the promotion of civic equality
that could be argued to be assimilationist and unifying in orientation: for example, non-
discriminatory incorporation in the labor market, full participation in Canadian institutions,
acquisition of the country’s official languages (with government-funded language courses
offered), and so forth (Rodríguez-García 2012). Notably, Canada requires citizenship tests
(demonstrating a basic understanding of Canada’s history, geography, government, and
laws) and citizenship ceremonies. There is no reason why multiculturalism policies that
“heighten the public salience of ethnicity”, in turn “[helping] to combat the stereotypes
and stigmatizations that . . . erode feelings of solidarity across ethnic and racial lines”,
cannot go hand in hand with “explicit ‘nation-building’ policies” (Kymlicka and Banting
2006, pp. 299–300). As stated by Kymlicka and Banting (2006, p. 299), “We dispute
the claim that MCPs [multiculturalism policies] necessarily corrode solidarity”. With
respect to Cantle’s claim that “multiculturalism revolved around race and failed to take
account of other forms of difference that have moved firmly into the public sphere” (Cantle
2012a, p. 41), the Canadian policy of multiculturalism and the complementary Canadian
Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) “together draw attention not only to the protection
of ethnocultural differences, but also to the rights of many groups who have historically
been discriminated against, whether on the basis of sex, sexual orientation, or disability,
among other factors. Respect for diversity of all types, therefore, becomes a central value-
and-practice that unifies citizens and contributes to social cohesion in Canada” (Rodríguez-
García 2012, p. 35). This positive outcome also speaks to interculturalism’s wise concern,
as articulated by Zapata-Barrero (2017), for the need to foster “a diversity-based common
public culture” or to include diversity as a “common value” within the civic national
narrative.15 For these reasons, I would argue that if actual—not purely theorized—Canadian
diversity management policies and outcomes are seen as meeting key objectives set by
the European interculturalist agenda, then the core problem behind poor social cohesion
outcomes in Europe has very little to do with multiculturalism’s conceptualization of group
identities or its protection of cultural rights—i.e., the rights of cultural minority or visible
minority groups.16 I fail to see the incompatibility between pursuing the contacts-based
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approach proposed by interculturalism—which focuses on bringing different people and
communities together and fostering dialogue, respect, common bonds, and solidarity—and
simultaneously acknowledging that different ethnoracial groups or communities exist in a
given society and may need their rights to be protected by the state or municipality. People
can simultaneously belong to multiple communities: a national community (or national
communities); a residential or municipal community—whose formation can be positively
encouraged and consolidated precisely by interculturalist practices designed to bring
different people together in shared spaces (Zapata-Barrero 2019); and ethnic or cultural
communities, in which shared religion, race, or cultural practices may create common
bonds and a shared sense of belonging. Pro-solidarity policies can acknowledge all these
things at once. Either–or choices between individuals and groups are not necessary, and
such choices may, in fact, be detrimental to outcomes of social justice and social cohesion.

Interculturalism’s preference to focus on individual practices and rights tends to stem
from two critiques that it makes of multiculturalism. The first is that multiculturalism’s
“groupist” policies are premised on an incorrect understanding of identity and ethnicity, or
culture, as fixed and ascribed entities (e.g., Cantle 2013; Zapata-Barrero 2017). The second
is that multiculturalism’s focus on accommodating and protecting the rights of ethnic
minority groups can give way to what Zapata-Barrero (2017, p. 5) has termed “a boundless
multiculturalism”, in which illiberal cultural practices that go against human rights may be
permitted by the state.

With respect to the first argument, just about all anthropologists and sociologists of
contemporary times would—and have—equally argued that cultures cannot be essen-
tialized: that they not only are heterogeneous, but also dynamic and flexible (see also
Modood’s (2017) discussion of this topic). The notion of identities, both personal and
collective, being fluid and having multiple dimensions and affiliations is not a new idea,
and it does not make a compelling argument for why states should not offer support
and specific anti-discrimination protections to ethnic and racial minority groups. Group
identification—self-chosen!—still exists, and sometimes the protection of rights at a group
level is needed, especially if a significant or large number of individuals within a given eth-
nocultural or racial group (however individually diverse these people may be) are making
a similar claim. Such group recognition by the state is not some kind of imposition on, or
misunderstanding of, individual identities. Indeed, there may be many varied positions,
even opposing ones, among individuals who share similar racial or ethnic heritage—and
also within activist groups representing certain minorities. However, the reality is that
some individuals may not have their individual rights protected if legitimate group claims
based on race, religion, or ethnicity are not given policy consideration by the state.

In general, how issues of diversity are approached should not be constructed as a
debate between individual-based rights versus group-/minority-based ones, in which
upholders of multiculturalism are allegedly arguing that the former should be given
diminished consideration in favor of the latter. Instead, I, supported by other scholars,
would contend that in a truly liberal context, community rights are an extension of, or a
condition for, individual freedoms and equality (Bauböck 2001; Kymlicka 1995; Modood
2007; Parekh 2006; Rodríguez-García 2010; Taylor 1994; Vasta 2007). It is not always so
easy to separate individual rights from group rights, as “the reality is that the collective is
already present in individuals, who, inevitably, are socialized, politicized, and culturalized
beings” (Rodríguez-García 2010, p. 259; see also Grillo 2018, p. 97). The following question,
then, might be raised: What should be done if certain cultural practices or purported
community rights go against the principles of the larger society? In that case, whose rights
do we prioritize, and how do we ensure that societies do not become fragmented? This line
of questioning takes us back to the aforementioned second critique of multiculturalism:
that it may lead to a permissiveness of illiberal cultural practices that violate individual
human rights, not to mention the general moral code of the liberal democratic society.

In addressing this crucially important concern, we need to recognize that matters of
collective rights do not concern and affect minority groups only. As I have explained in a
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previous publication on assimilationist and multiculturalist approaches to the management
of diversity (Rodríguez-García 2010, p. 264), “in democratic societies, the incorporation
of difference and particularistic social causes within the larger civil sphere only occurs,
as Alexander (2006) argues, when [these views become] the moral choice of the largest
number of people in that society. While this reality can, and historically often has, led to
the discrimination of minority and/or marginalized groups (e.g., the racial segregation and
oppression of American Blacks prior to the civil rights movement), it also is the reason why
societies can change and effect what Alexander calls ‘civil repair’; that is, these differences
become recognized ‘as legitimate by constructing them as variations on the theme of a
common humanity’, thus leading forms of diversity to be welcomed into the mainstream
and leading the mainstream to be characterized by increasing diversity (see Alexander
2006, pp. 259, 452)”. By the same token, cultural practices that are viewed as being in
violation of the larger society’s moral and human rights code will not be legally permitted;
these forms of “diversity” will not be given recognition or accommodation at any official or
authorized level within the society, and they may be subject to serious legal consequences.
An illiberal cultural practice, therefore, would not be construed as a “cultural right”, and if
there were any disputes between the state and certain individuals or ethnocultural groups
over such matters, interculturalism’s own dialogue-favoring approach is the best tool for
promoting better integration outcomes and for preventing social fragmentation. Hearing
people out around sensitive cultural practices promotes values of social inclusion, trust,
and a general respect for difference, but the willingness to listen to different perspectives
(and perhaps, in some cases, to try to understand the symbolic meaning of certain practices)
does not mean that the state will make diversity accommodations that endanger or infringe
upon individual human rights. It is for this reason that the harmful practice of female
genital mutilation/cutting—which clearly goes against principles of gender equality and
the protection of an individual’s health and safety—is illegal in both Canada and Australia,
both of which are countries that have a strong tradition of multiculturalism. The bottom line
is that liberal democracies have protective mechanisms for restricting illiberal or unlawful
cultural practices.

In my view, recognizing and supporting diversity at only the individual level or
defending difference-based discriminations on a case-by-case basis (e.g., in the case of
racism)—as interculturalism tends to propose—will not ultimately make societies more
just or cohesive. Interculturalism’s project of fostering common bonds and developing a
common public culture among citizens and residents from diverse backgrounds through
“contact promotion” and “knowledge exchange” policies (Zapata-Barrero 2019) articulates
very important goals and strategies for diversity management. However, I would argue
that a focus on positive contact and interaction in public spaces, while it may generate
increased trust, respect, and neighborliness, is not in itself enough to shift entrenched power
imbalances in society (see also Keval 2014). The diverse identities in societies need to be
positivized, normalized, and reflected back at all members of the society; and meaningful
interactions between people of diverse backgrounds need to take place in authentic, day-
to-day contexts. One important way in which this type of deeper social change occurs is
through visible minorities and historically marginalized ethnic groups equally holding
positions of leadership, influence, and authority (including as teachers, doctors, nurses,
police officers, journalists, politicians and appointed officials, etc.). Affirmative action
initiatives—which, by definition, recognize racial, ethnic, and group identity—are still
needed as part of diversity management policies to address structural racism and other
systemic inequities, and consequently to ensure that diversity truly enters the shared
community of a city or country.

Policy paradigms that are designed to reduce prejudice in societies are ultimately
abstract theorizations if the people experiencing prejudice continue to feel it. Intercultural-
ism’s emphasis on commonality, coexistence, positive interaction, and negotiation/dialogue
is not incompatible with the visibilization and support of ethnic and racial difference pre-
cisely because of this diversity model’s policies of equal treatment. The defense of the
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rights of groups who, for example, have suffered a long history of racial oppression is
perfectly aligned with the interculturalist tenets of equality and anti-discrimination. Indeed,
it is possible for diversity management policies to support both individual and group
rights, to encourage meaningful common bonds among members of a society while still
recognizing differences and addressing historical injustices. Not only are these ideas not
contradictory, but by somehow making them compete, we are denying the truth of some
people’s or groups’ lived experiences of social disadvantage—which in turn can create
intergroup tensions, rather than achieving interculturalism’s objective of improved un-
derstanding between diverse individuals and groups and increased social harmony. As
pointed out by Young (1990), the notion of “universal citizenship” can homogenize aspects
of diversity, limit dialogue and negotiation, favor privileged positions, and, therefore, lead
to marginalization.

It is important to point out that interculturalism, at the level of discourse, is already
equipped to deal with group protections and to rethink its position on race. In the White
Paper on Intercultural Dialogue, an early but intellectually influential document, the Council
of Europe (2008, p. 27) states,

Over and above the principle of non-discrimination, states are also encouraged
to take positive-action measures to redress the inequalities, stemming from dis-
crimination, experienced by members of disadvantaged groups. In the public
sphere, state authorities must strictly respect the prohibition of discrimination
. . . Yet, formal equality is not always sufficient and promoting effective equality
could, in some cases, necessitate adoption of specific measures that are coherent
with the principle of non-discrimination. In certain circumstances, the absence
of differential treatment to correct an inequality may, without reasonable and
objective justification, amount to discrimination.

A similar argument is offered by Zapata-Barrero (2017, p. 8):

Antidiscrimination promotion also includes tackling disadvantage, as it is hard
to see how the ICP [intercultural policy paradigm] can continue over time if one
or more sectors of society are so unequal that people are led to believe they have
no real stake in that society.

In sum, whether interculturalism, as a pro-diversity and inclusion-oriented policy
framework, is complementary to multiculturalism or is a new paradigm in itself, it needs
to recognize the social reality of race and to ensure that anti-discrimination discussions
and policies—happening at all levels of government—explicitly address this reality. Inter-
culturalism’s post-racial viewpoint may express what is hoped for, but policies and actions
have to deal with what is socially real. In this respect—and returning our attention to
the Spanish context—the interculturalism agenda would need to bolster the affirmative
or positive action measures (i.e., beyond discourse) that public institutions take in order
both to counter the traditional structural barriers that certain ethnoracial minorities face
in society and to remedy the underrepresentation of these ethnoracial groups in social
and political institutions. That is, there needs to be a reinforced awareness, positivization,
and normalization of diversity through the empowering visibilization of minorities that
have historically suffered more oppression in Spain, such as Afro-descendant, Muslim,
and Romani people, the latter of whom are one of the most overlooked minority groups
in diversity policy formulation. Efforts, therefore, need to be strengthened to combat
discrimination in its different forms—racism (including “small-scale” or everyday racism),
racialization, xenophobia, cultural racism, Islamophobia, etc.—and in all areas of social life
(work, education, media, government, etc.). Some examples of active measures that could
be taken in Spain might be the following: (a) encouraging the incorporation/recruitment
of individuals from minority ethnoracial backgrounds into certain professions and other
areas of the labor market (including public office) in which these groups have been under-
represented, also by providing opportunities (e.g., scholarships) in the Spanish education
system; (b) modifying and diversifying school curricula to promote values of diversity
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and social justice, such as incorporating more information on different cultures and their
traditions; including an anthropology of religions course, instead of teaching Religion in
the exclusive Catholicism-based form in which it currently exists; discussing the history
of the Roma; and providing a greater critique of Spain’s history of colonialism, slavery,
anti-Semitism, and Islamophobia; (c) encouraging multilingualism and the maintenance of
first languages in the education system; and (d) implementing goals and targets to increase
the amount of multicultural content provided by the media.17 All these measures would
require more training for practitioners working in Spanish public institutions, particularly
for those working in the education system.18

5. Conclusions

In this article, I have shown the historical origins and continued omnipresence of
racial constructs and processes of racialization in Spain, situating this discussion within
the European context. The aforementioned National Geographic “Black and White” feature
story on biracial twin sisters makes us question precisely what is meant by race; how
appearance, especially skin color, influences how we classify both ourselves and others;
and what preconceptions we project upon people. However, offering a critique of race as
a concept or construct and wishing for a society without race-based inequities does not
mean that we can just pretend that race has no meaning in our present-day society. As
Michael Banton (2005, p. 475), the acclaimed sociologist who wrote extensively on racial
and ethnic relations, cautioned, “Social scientists will have to pay more attention to the
social significance attributed to differences in skin color than the recent preoccupation with
racism has permitted” (see also Banton 2012; Solomos 2019).

Of course, diversity is not defined only in terms of race, an aspect of identity that in-
tersects with other significant variables, such as gender, age, social class, sexual orientation,
and religion. Moreover, the prevalence of anti-Muslim sentiment/Islamophobia in Spain
(and in Europe in general) further complicates discussions around race and racism, as it is
clear that other dimensions of diversity, such as visible non-Christian religion, can be racial-
ized and can become markers for differential (i.e., marginalizing) social treatment, much in
the same manner as skin color has been (Foner 2015; Grosfoguel 2004; Rodríguez-Reche
and Rodríguez-García 2020). Nevertheless, the fact that we are living in an era of super-
diversity, of greater fluidity of identity, and of increased awareness of the multiple aspects
of difference and their intersections does not remove the construct of race from being a key
part of the identity equation—perhaps even a factor of identity that may be more enduring
and salient than the rest. The same logic could be applied to arguing for the continued
relevance of social class (based on the persistent hierarchy between the rich and the poor)
despite widespread belief in social mobility, or for the relevance of nation-states in the
current era of transnationalism, as the reality is that states continue to exercise sovereignty
and border control—determining who is permitted to enter a territory and on what terms,
and which people are allowed to become members of a national community—as Europe
has witnessed in recent years with the ongoing and much-discussed refugee/migrant crisis.

In this article, I have focused on the case of Spain, an archetypal former colonialist
nation. While Spain (along with other countries in Europe) thinks of itself as a “post-racial”
society that has overcome its colonialist past and in which all citizens are treated equally,
the social disparities between different ethnoracial groups—discrepancies that have their
roots in historical disadvantages and hierarchies—continue to exist in all areas of the social
structure. This article has also shown that even when processes of ethnoracial mixing occur,
racial constructs persist and affect people’s social inclusion. Racism and racialization are so
deeply entrenched in the social order that they often go overlooked, as could be seen in the
seemingly “trivial” example of the Conguitos chocolate candy. Yet the contemporary liberal
theories of global citizenship, with their distinct post-racial or colorblind approach and their
well-intentioned avoidance of reproducing the language of race, serve to evade the social
significance of race and the consequences of colonialism; as a result, these frameworks
ultimately fail to challenge structures of inequality and they undermine the anti-racism
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struggle. As Song (2018), Simon (2017, 2019), Beaman (2019), and Lentin (2020) have
pointed out, racialization and racism are normalized and perpetuated precisely by ignoring
the issue of race. Moreover, the use of euphemistic, rather than direct, language vis-à-
vis race further serves to invisibilize systemic racial differences and lived racial realities,
consequently keeping societies from tackling core inequities. As Mazzocco (2015, p. 6)
also contends, colorblind racial ideology disallows conversations concerning the role of
race in society “and, as such, becomes a powerful mechanism in the continuation of racial
disparity” (see also Boulila 2019a, 2019b; Roig 2017).

In this regard, while anti-discrimination and the fostering of positive interaction among
people from diverse backgrounds may be inherent principles of interculturalism, this
colorblind policy approach, as currently practiced in European contexts, might be falling
short in the fight against discrimination by avoiding still-needed discussions around race
and by failing to acknowledge sufficiently that racism is a social problem that affects groups,
not just individuals. Importantly, interculturalist discourse has rightly promoted diversity
as “an advantage and a resource” (Zapata-Barrero 2017, p. 1); however, if discrimination
against groups and widespread patterns of racism, including cultural racism, are not
recognized and addressed at a policy level—with efforts made to positivize ethnoracial
difference at a far-reaching level and to rectify the underrepresentation of certain minority
groups in social and political institutions—then diversity assets can actually be lost. For
example, children from certain ethnoracial minority groups may not become proficient
in the language(s) of their immigrant parent(s)—that is, these descendants’ linguistic
cultural capital may be diminished—as families may feel discouraged from transmitting or
maintaining languages that have a stigma attached to them and that cause their children to
be negatively perceived as “foreigners” (see Rodríguez-García et al. 2018).

Precisely because of the reluctance of academia and political institutions to adopt a
race-conscious approach in recognizing and confronting social inequalities in Spain, new
or revitalized forms of activism, in which racialized and “visible” identity is embraced
(e.g., Afrofeminism), are (re)emerging as empowering ways of self-categorizing, as means
of reappropriating colonialist constructions (Grosfoguel 2007) of the “other”, and as anti-
racism strategies. In Spain, there is now a growing number of Afro-descendant social
activists, mostly women, such as Lucía Mbombio and Desirée Bela-Lobedde, who are
leading the Afrofeminist movement. Other activists, like Miriam Hatibi and Silvia Agüero,
are doing the same around countering Islamophobia and anti-gypsyism, respectively.
There is also growing activity at the level of civic/community organizations, such as
AfroFemKoop, as well as through social media networks like Twitter, with the establishment
of groups such as @Afrofeminas, @blakbarcelona3, @Revista_Negrxs, and @catarsiabcn,
the last of which is an anti-racism collective run by activists of Asian descent that focuses
on racism directed towards people of Asian ancestry.

Despite the clear persistence of racism and racial “othering” in Spanish society, there is
a lack of commitment to discussing race, racism, and racialization issues in the country, as if
the problem would just go away by not talking about it, as Lentin (2008, 2020) has similarly
stated about the European context in general. Ultimately, the endorsement of colorblind
or post-racial perspectives in a society where racial stratification persists, as is the case
with Spain, helps to maintain the symbolic, institutional, and interpersonal dimensions of
racism. For this reason, in my opinion, if interculturalism wants to succeed as the preferred
model for managing diversity and improving social cohesion in the present-day world, it
needs to deal explicitly with the social reality of race and to address the question of White
(and also White Christian) privilege.

This article has attempted to show that the continued existence of the social reality
of race is at odds with the colorblind discourse that currently informs diversity and anti-
discrimination policies in most European countries. In a global context of increasing
xenophobia and growing support for right-wing populism, it is essential to encourage more
productive discussions about race in Europe and elsewhere; and scholars need to combine
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efforts with policymakers and third-sector practitioners to improve intergroup relations
and to strengthen social cohesion.
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Notes

1 Regarding this discrepancy, see the newspaper articles by Laborde (2020) and Hernandez (2020).
2 White people can indeed be racialized and can face stereotypical assumptions and racial pigeonholing based on their skin color;

however, this type of racialization does not equate to racism because of the inherent systemic imbalance of power between those
with a lighter skin color and people of color. Racism exists only when there is a power structure weighted in favor of a particular
race. White people have historically held the power when it comes to racial divides, while people of color have been the ones
who have encountered systemic and structural racism and oppression.

3 See, for example, https://www.thebipocproject.org/ (accessed on 12 December 2021).
4 See, for example, Aspinall and Song (2013) and Song (2018) for the case of the United Kingdom, and Simon (2019), Brinbaum

et al. (2018), Beaman (2019), and Beaman and Petts (2020) for the case of France; in Beaman and Petts (2020), a comparison is
made between France and the United States, showing that colorblind racial ideology, while conceptualized differently in the two
countries, ultimately functions similarly in both places. For the EU as a whole, see, for example, the report by the European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights (2018, pp. 37–38) on the experiences of Black people living in the EU; twenty-seven percent of
the survey respondents stated that skin color was the main factor behind the discrimination they had experienced in the areas of
work, education, housing, using public services, etc. See also Alba and Foner (2015) for a comparison between North America
and Europe, Lentin (2008, 2020) for a theoretical/political discussion of racism in Europe, and Farkas (2017) for a critical report
on the reluctance of EU law and courts (both domestic and European) to define and address racial discrimination directly.

5 “Afro-descendant” is the term that is commonly used in Spain (including by activist groups and civil society organizations) to
refer to people of African descent, so I have used it in this article when specifically discussing the Spanish context.

6 For an extensive discussion of the historical construction of Spanish racism and its relationship to Catholicism and imperialism,
see Feros (2017) and Sánchez León (2020).

7 The song “Angelitos negros” is based on the 1940s poem “Píntame angelitos negros” [“Paint Me Little Black Angels”], written by the
Venezuelan poet and politician Andrés Eloy Blanco.

8 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=vyup1hs-vDA&feature=emb_logo (accessed on 12 December 2021).
9 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C7xx011coJk (accessed on 12 December 2021).

10 For this study, 152 in-depth interviews were conducted with Spanish-born youth from very diverse ancestry, representing 51
different nationalities. To know more about the results of this study and the methodology used, see Rodríguez-García et al. (2018,
2021). It should be noted that follow-up interviews, conducted in 2020, have been done with some of the respondents; this article
draws on those interviews as well. See also Rodríguez-García et al. (2016) on the prevalence of ethnoracial constructs in attitudes
towards intermarriage in Spain.

11 This particular comment was made in a follow-up interview with the same respondent when she was several years older. All the
rest of the excerpted text was stated in the initial interview with the respondent, when she was 22.
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12 In all cases, the name of the country refers to the place of birth, not to nationality.
13 Bonilla-Silva (2013) defines this type of colorblind ideology as “colorblind racism” and identifies it as the dominant racial ideology

circulating in contemporary America; he argues that while racial inequality is no longer perpetuated by overtly racist practices
and arguments, in the case of colorblind racism, Whites, under the guise of being colorblind, refuse to acknowledge the continued
existence of racism and reject any consideration of how their own racial identity provides them with privileges vis-à-vis people of
color.

14 For a helpful analytical summary of how both interculturalism and multiculturalism think about individual identity, collectivities,
and collective rights, see Grillo (2018, pp. 95–100).

15 None of this is to say that Canadian multiculturalism has not had its shortcomings or is above criticism. See, for example, Gomá’s
(2020) feminist anti-racist critique of the narrative underlying multiculturalism policies and practice in Canada.

16 Modood, who has written extensively on interculturalism’s tendencies to misrepresent multiculturalist concepts and practice
(Modood 2017), has also discussed multiculturalism’s overall success as a pro-diversity policy framework in Australia (Mansouri
and Modood 2021), both in its original forms and more recently complemented by positive contributions from interculturalism.
See also Keval (2014, p. 132), who has stated, “It is the intersectionality and multiplicity of inequalities which have driven wedges
between groups of identified ethnic and cultural unities, not the presence of multiculturalism as policy or practice (Rattansi
2011)”.

17 Public broadcasting is more regulated in some European countries and may involve the implementation of affirmative action
measures as well as quotas (in an amplifying, rather than a restrictive, manner) on multicultural content (European Commission
(Directorate-General for Justice, Freedom and Security) 2010). For instance, “France Télévisions launched a Positive Action Plan
for Integration in 2004. In cooperation with Radio France International, it is responsible for the project PlurielMedia, which
carries out research on diversity inside France Télévisions, diversity training for managers, intercultural training for journalists,
and training of young media professionals from ethnic minority groups working in French television” (European Commission
(Directorate-General for Justice, Freedom and Security) 2010, p. 40). According to the Migrant Integration Policy Index, in recent
years Poland has also implemented positive action measures, such as the inclusion of minority groups’ representatives in public
radio stations; Poland additionally has a special educational track to train Roma doctors and nurses (Niessen et al. 2007).

18 See also the excellent policy recommendations, including positive action measures, that have been provided in the Report of
the Working Group of Experts on People of African Descent on Its Mission to Spain (United Nations General Assembly 2018). One
important idea emphasized by this report is the need for the Spanish government to collect data disaggregated by ethnicity
or race, which the authors state “is vital in understanding the severity and scope of racial discrimination against people of
African descent and in developing targeted and holistic responses”; the absence of such data, which is in keeping with Spain’s
race-neutral policy approach, actually “leads to the invisibility of the community of persons of African descent and prevents
racism, racial discrimination and social exclusion from being effectively addressed” (United Nations General Assembly 2018, p.
12).
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Abstract: In Europe, gender equality can be framed as a secular value, juxtaposed against affiliation
with and practice of Islam. Academic and public debate has either given special attention to the
spread of religious fundamentalism in Europe, or to the way Muslim women dress, citing how both
purportedly jeopardize gender equality. This is despite findings that a link between gender equality
and religiosity or practice of Islam is neither inherent nor circumscribed. Moreover, it is possible
to demonstrate that such discourse rests on implicitly racialized conceptualizations of the Muslim
“other”. Meanwhile, Muslim youth in particular are benchmarked against these imagined standards
of gender equality, as compared with non-Muslim peers. This work examines ways in which
normative secular frameworks and discourses, taking ownership of gender equality narratives, have
shaped Europe’s academic inquiry regarding Muslim youth. It notes what is absent in this inquiry,
including intersections of race and class, which remain divorced from the limited conversation on
gender and religious difference. A reflexive, intersectional approach to this discussion, conscious
of the importance of embedded racial or structural inequality and what is absent in current inquiry,
better serves in understanding and navigating power relations that ultimately contribute to multiple
exclusion of these youth.

Keywords: European Muslims; inequalities; gender; youth of migrant origin; knowledge production

1. Introduction

In Western Europe, academic thought, public policy and societal rhetoric largely
depict secularism as characteristic of liberal democratic regimes and modern society
(Mahmood 2015). Religion is argued to serve as a symbolic boundary for migrants and
their descendants (Lamont and Molnár 2002), and ascription to Islam in Europe is identified
as a “bright” boundary for minorities, migrant or otherwise (Alba 2005). A controversial
and frequent target of the religion versus secularism binary debate includes Muslim youth
of migrant origin: in both knowledge production and public debate, their religious identity
and so-called “cultural behaviours” are viewed as a veritable litmus test of successful
“integration”1 policies and practices. European Muslim youth are not only a growing
demographic group that faces structural disadvantages, simply as descendants of mi-
grants; they are simultaneously the subject of othering given a perceived sociocultural
divide, in that affiliation with Islam is often cast as illegitimate in a European society
drawing from a Christian background and currently ostensibly in pursuit of or engaging in
a secular paradigm.

The literature describes how, purportedly due to religious background, descendants
of Muslim migrants have more conservative views than peers with native parents and are
not positioned to engage cohesively with mainstream European societal values and norms

1 Integration, a term employed in migration and diversity studies, among other disciplines, can refer to a concept or a policy intervention; it can
generally be defined as a two-way process of mutual adaptation between migrants and host societies. However, continued use of the term and
concept has become hotly contested in the literature; see (Saharso 2019).
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(Casanova 2006; Parekh 2006; Ribberink et al. 2017). Gender equality2 is one of the most
frequently cited demarcations in this perceived religious or sociocultural boundary, with
public debate often depicting the precepts of Islam itself (and as part of wider religion) as a
deterrent to such equality (Diehl et al. 2009; Taylor 2011). In this analysis, gender equality
discourse is identified as a fundamental component in the othering of Muslim youth. In this
regard, academic knowledge production influences public policies and discourses, and thus
bears wider societal repercussions. Research trends have indicated, and often championed,
an “individualized” approach to religion among European Muslim youth, who may not
engage in traditional religious practices, and thus are presumed to more closely ascribe to
secular or liberal democratic norms (Cesari 2013). Moreover, European-wide studies and
questionnaires directed towards Muslim youth of migrant origin continually inquire as to
gender roles and values in order to determine this group’s level of so-called “integration”
into society. From the outset, there is a burden of proof on Muslim youth of migrant origin
to meet certain supposed standards of gender equality, within the constraints of survey
questionnaires that may even direct the participants’ answers. This reflects a broader
epistemological tendency to employ a benchmark, imagined society in examining minority
reference groups.

Firstly, such an approach to the study of Muslim youth rests on several debatable
assumptions regarding secularism, including that it is a depoliticized, non-normative and
universally embraced totalizing system of European thought or belief. Literature can often
frame secularism as part of an enlightened European perspective or Western exceptionalism
(Katzenstein 2006). Alternatively, in addressing Islam in Europe, some authors emphasize
the Christian tradition of Europe, while others insist that Western Europe is a collective of
increasingly secular societies; still others trace secularism to Christianity’s evolution in that
Christianity provided an “exit from religion”, thus producing secularization (Vattimo and
Girard 2010). As such, the meaning of secularism itself invokes debate, elaborated upon in
this work.

Secondly, it is of note that ascription to Islam is couched in terms of the particular, as
compared with the universal “European” Christian or secular concept. Of course, secular
and Christian identities are conflated with cultural and national identities, as well as the
policies, discourses, and societal practices surrounding them (Casanova 2006; Koenig
2007; Nexon 2006). At the same time, the growing body of literature in European diversity
studies demonstrates that European populations are increasingly heterogeneous (Vertovec
2007). Meanwhile, in migration and integration studies of past decades, and even in more
recent diversity studies, race as part of this heterogeneous European fabric is often absent
in inquiry, as Europe remains “colour blind”, in an allegedly liberal openness to difference.

In fact, the study of “diversity” itself, especially as relates to the subject at hand, can
remain limited. As Bracke points out, “diversity all too often carries the imaginary of
ethnicity and ‘race’, which provides a useful starting point for a reflection on what the
term does: it couches questions of ethnicity and ‘race’ within a wide horizon of different
kinds of ‘differences’, without doing the critical work of thinking those together, which
includes thinking the particular ways in which each of these sets of power relations work”
(Bracke 2014, p. 47). This seems to be particularly the case with European Muslim youth:
despite the unpacking of colonial legacies, and an increasing European canon of migration,
integration and diversity studies, it still remains to be understood, as El-Tayeb (2011,
p. 83) succinctly describes it, “how second- and third-generation Muslim Europeans can be

2 “Gender equality” (or inequality), what exactly this entails and how to achieve it can be subject to various normative frames and perspectives,
including within Europe. This paper refers to the concept as part of a larger human rights framework to which European states purportedly accede,
but acknowledges it can assume varying meanings, as demonstrated by the range of approaches and understandings that could be applied in the
case of the United Nations definition: “the equal rights, responsibilities and opportunities of women and men and girls and boys.... Gender equality
implies that the interests, needs and priorities of both women and men are taken into consideration” (United Nations 2001). While in the context of
European policy debates gender equality is defined as such here, the social construction of gender remains a separate and important question that
does not fit into the limits of this work’s scope.

94



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 133

perceived as more foreign and threatening than their parents or grandparents who came to
Europe from the Middle East, West Africa, or South Asia”.

Indeed, notwithstanding public discourse, the scholarship repeatedly frames inquiry
into European Muslim youth in terms of the problematization of religion, the secular, and
gender equality. As such, this paper first argues that knowledge production surrounding
secularism versus religiosity may rest on normative assumptions and power relations that
can exercise discernible effects on individuals, in this case Muslim youth. The study takes
as a starting point Mahmood’s injunction to consider how religion can be subjected to a
normative secular framework that provides a subjective account of religion as ideological
versus material (i.e., religious difference) (Mahmood 2015). Of course, debate on what
constitutes secularism has been extensively addressed, and there has been healthy critique
of the broader framing of European Muslims in relation to gender equality, particularly
in the public and political space (Fadil 2014). Moreover, critique from within European
academia itself acknowledges gaps in the gender discussion, including in the continued
discussion of intersectionality, a paradigm that points to intersecting power and privilege
simultaneously at play in gender, race and class relations (Cho et al. 2013). However, there
is still room for further examination or deconstruction of narratives at the intersection
of religion, the secular, and gender equality as relates to the study of Muslim youth:
specifically, it would be useful to trace how the epistemological terminology has developed,
to assess how this may merit critiques, and to explore different or alternative framings of
such studies in the future. This is a timely and salient investigative direction, as European
academic approaches to Islam and gender equality can mutually affect diversity and
inclusion policies, and ultimately influence power relations among European citizens.

The article is divided into theoretical framework, analysis, discussion, and conclusion.
In the first section, an exploration of the place of secularism in Europe, including as a
social and political project, provides the initial context for investigation into knowledge
production surrounding Muslim European youth. The analysis maps out major discursive
tropes in scholarly work at the intersection of the study of Muslim European youth and
gender, firstly on a broader European scale and then in tracing academic inquiry in both
Spain and the Netherlands. It addresses the continued focus on a gender dimension, with
reference to this group’s foreign “origin,” yet limited exploration of racial and structural
inequality, informed by colonial pasts and influencing this group’s differentiation and
exclusion. A discussion of which questions are not asked in this inquiry, and what impact
or significance may result for Muslim youth populations, is followed by a concluding
summary and suggestions for future research.

2. Theoretical Framework: Defining and Debating Secularism in Europe

Deconstructing the approach to the secular, and its proximity or even entanglement
with modern religion, precedes a discussion of how gender equality becomes embroiled in
the problematization of Islam in Europe. As briefly referenced, the concept of the secular
can be defined variously. It may be key to first distinguish that “secularism” can be con-
ceived of as part of a historical or cultural process, and essentially a political ideology in
that it refers to what are understood to be various secular regimes. In this way it manifests
variously: secularism can ask the state to be “neutral” regarding religion: if conducting a
relationship between state law and religion, all religions must remain on the same legal
footing (Ferrari and Pastorelli 2016). More strictly, a secularist approach can be defined
as the separation of politics and religion, relegating religion to the private sphere (Cesari
2013). In Europe, some scholarship has observed an increasing push for the “privatization”
of religion, with secularization viewed as essential to a modern society (Casanova 2006).
Moreover, this secularism can be understood as the result or manifestation of modern-
ization, with such modernization being defined as the decline of religion in political and
private life (Norris and Inglehart 2011). For this reason, visible religious activity is seen as
“illegitimate” in the public sphere, particularly in Europe (Foner and Alba 2008).
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It would be remiss not to highlight the relevance of European Union (EU) legal
configurations, or normative approaches, in this regard. Both freedom of religion and
gender equality remain fundamental rights in EU legal frameworks, although freedom
of religion is not an “absolute”, and is considered in relation to other rights, given the
circumstance. There is no formal EU policy on religion or exclusive legal jurisdiction
regarding the same, and EU laws and policies have a patchwork approach to religion
based on various framings or institutional configurations. As such, Carrera and Parkin
(2012) estimate that normative approaches to religion in EU policy can be grouped into
“citizenship and fundamental rights; (ii) non-discrimination; (iii) immigration and home-
affairs; (iv) social inclusion and protection; and (v) education and culture” (Carrera and
Parkin 2012, p. 5). These varied approaches and the distinct historical, political and social
contexts of each EU Member State demonstrate how the EU or its Member States cannot
claim a total neutrality in matters of religion and state. While a Member State like France,
for example, may be committed to neutrality in the public sphere, there is still a debate
as to, and necessity to balance, other rights to non-discrimination. Encroaching on the
right to religious expression or freedom can be viewed as jeopardizing cultural evolution
and liberal democracy’s attempts to accommodate individual rights (van de Vijver 2007).
Whether played out in EU legislation, or as debated on the national scale when EU Member
States determine the role of religion in public life, all of this points to how national identities
or state ideologies become inherent to the secular.

Therefore, ideologically, concepts of privatized religion and secularized Christianity
are linked to secular liberal tolerance, often within a narrative of the nation state (Fessenden
and Cady 2013). At the same time, some insist that an understanding of secularism should
not be construed as an inevitable result of modernity or rationalization, nor confined to a
solely Western political context (Asad 2003). In fact, there is an argument for the secular
reaching beyond the political. For example, rather than defining it as the separation of
politics and religion, Mahmood contends that secularism can be conceived of as “trans-
formations wrought in the domain of ethics, aesthetics, and epistemology” (Mahmood
2010). Fuchs and Rüpke (2015) argue that patterns of “rationalisation, secularisation and
individualisation” are traceable throughout history and before the Western Renaissance, in
at least Europe, Africa and Asia, outside of Western political systems with secular regimes.
These observations encourage a more comprehensive consideration of what secularism is
meant to signify, with an aim to step outside of normative frameworks.

This examination of the literature on European Muslim youth works from the premise
that differences have already been produced or are reproduced within power relations,
and these relationships between culture and power are embedded in state and society,
including in knowledge production (Gupta and Ferguson 1992). In mapping the trajectory
of European scholarship regarding Muslim European youth, with particular attention to the
entanglement of secularism, religion and gender equality, a Foucauldian discourse analysis
is employed: attention is directed not only to what is communicated in this knowledge
production, but also on what is never or not said reveals (Foucault 1972). It examines
the more frequently cited literature treating European Muslim youth and gender at the
European level and provides an overview of the trajectory of this study in both Spain and
the Netherlands. This discourse analysis portends to the more predominating knowledge
regimes and policy priorities, and does not pretend to be exhaustive. Moreover, it limits
the gender dimension to discourses or conceptualizations of gender (in)equality in order to
contain the scope. At the same time, it seeks to highlight certain patterns and tropes before
outlining steps towards a more critical, reflexive academic inquiry into a subject that is
debated visibly and frequently, yet often within the same discursive boundaries.

3. Analysis

3.1. Framing the Study of European Muslim Youth: Religiosity and Gender

Again, Muslim minorities are highly visible in both the literature and political and
social dialectic in discussion of gender roles and equality. It is an important consideration
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as, generally, both Muslim minorities and women are not groups that are associated with
hegemonic political or social power in Europe. Gender roles and the equality thereof are
emphasized in the literature studying Muslim youth of migrant origin, despite feminist
scholarship increasingly recognizing that both religious and secular values can shape
gender inequal or equal ideologies (Nyhagen 2019). With the assertion that most religions
encroach on the rights of women, the rights of European Muslim women have been the
topic of debates regarding citizenship or immigration. There is a perception that Islam,
as non-Western and “other”, subjects women to a unique oppression. In particular, it is
argued that fundamentalist religious movements within Islam are acting in response to
global or “Western” changes in gender dynamics (Koopmans 2015). With a similar logic,
some studies hypothesize that lessened religiosity would mean less gender inequitable
practices and indicate greater integration into secular Europe, including among second
or third generation youth of migrant origin (Scheible and Fleischmann 2013). Of course,
the counterargument is that this assumption is misguided, in that discriminatory practices
towards women can result from enmeshed cultural practices linked to gender inequality,
or a discriminatory interpretation of the religion. In Europe in particular, religious women
themselves can combine varying understandings of citizenship, gender equality, women’s
rights and feminism, that do not fit the secular versus religious binary highlighted in the
literature that largely addresses the “perspective” of religious institutions on these issues
(Nyhagen and Halsaa 2016). In this sense, it is important to separate out and identify
gender inequal practices regardless of ascription to religious or secular ideologies, given
that presumably no society to date has achieved true gender equality (Fessenden and Cady
2013; Mahmood 2015).

The premise that greater religiosity is correlated to gender inequal practices can be
linked to how Muslim youth are categorized in the literature. The most obvious example
includes the observation and sometimes polarizing assertion that Muslim youth in Europe
are embracing increased religiosity rather than secular values in a manner that indicates
withdrawal from wider European society. Islam is argued to serve as an “oppositional
identity” for Muslim youth of migrant origin, when they face rejection, discrimination or
marginalization in their societies (Foner and Alba 2008, p. 373). Such reactivity can take the
form of fundamentalist belief and extremist behaviour, which is argued to result in violence
against Muslim women or even against all groups of women in the given society (Korteweg
and Yurdakul 2009). Especially in light of a rise in extremist attacks in recent years and
the political discourse linking these attacks to European Muslims, alongside the various
political leaders and parties throughout Europe fomenting Islamophobia, this trend of
reactive identity among Muslim youth has perhaps been disproportionately emphasized.

The literature is not limited to this single typification of Muslim youth, however.
The concept of Islam translating to a value system that neglects gender equality can
also underly other theories regarding European Muslim youth. For example, there are
observations as to a trend towards individualization of religion among Muslim youth
in Europe. This individualization is understood as a privatization of faith, entailing a
decrease in manifestations of traditional or outward religious practices and engagement
with authoritative religious actors; instead, such “individualization” involves restricting
religious belief and practice to private life. There is then a turn towards painting this
religious individualism as “European Islam”, with non-traditional, privatized religious
identity reflecting successful adaptation to the surrounding society—an effort to act in
compatibility with European ideals (Nielsen 1997; Kashyap and Lewis 2013).

These observations must be conducted from a critical point of view, however. First
of all, individualization and privatization of faith do not necessarily present a lessened
version of religiosity, but rather a different form and manner of belief. In fact, Cesari finds
that Muslim youth may strive towards what they understand to be a “real Islam,” sepa-
rated from the cultural traditions of their parents (Cesari 2002). Apart from problematic
engagement with the concepts of secularism, religion and religiosity, these categorizations
and analyses of European Muslim youth demonstrate a marked vocabulary of integration.
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With continual reference to fixed standards of a Western, European or national framework
of secularism couched within liberal democratic societies, Muslim youth’s religiosity and
identity is a variable put to the test. Investigation of this population often weighs the effects
of institutions, policy and society on a broader scale in assessing such integration; obser-
vations as to structural impediments or individual agency, in addressing this population
(in general or specifically in relation to gender) is less systematically and comprehensively
explored. In short, how the study of this population in relation to gender equality is
framed becomes a highly influential and defining component in shaping any knowledge
production as to the very differentiated individuals and groups broadly categorized as
European Muslim youth.

3.2. The Spanish Example: Academic Inquiry as to Islam, Gender Equality and Muslim Youth

Within the wider European problematization, tracing the inquiry as to Muslim youth
and gender equality in Spain provides specific insight. In contextualizing the Spanish
case, there are claims that Islamophobia can be traced back to perceived historical con-
flict and the presence of the caliphate on the Iberian Peninsula from roughly 711–1492 (
Corpas Aguirre 2010). In the contemporary context, Islam as the “other” continues as,
with increased immigration flows beginning around the late 1970s and becoming sig-
nificant at the turn of the century, the modern study of Islam in Spain has initially and
largely been framed in terms of migrant minorities. In the 1990s, Spanish immigration
legislation was marked by a move towards integration policies, albeit in tandem with
control measures (Relaño Pastor 2004). The study of Islam in Spain through the 1990s
was rather limited, often consisting of ethnographic studies and a few “Arabist” scholars,
in conjunction with the study of migration from the Maghreb region and its integration.
Following this, Téllez Delgado and Ramírez Fernández note that the attacks of September
11 caused a transition from terminology of “Moroccans” to that of “Muslim”, creating an
“Islamization” of such migration and integration studies (Téllez Delgado and Ramírez
Fernández 2018). The 11 March 2004 attacks in Madrid then led to a focus on fundamen-
talism and re-Islamization, reflected in wider literature throughout Europe and the world
(Ibid) (Téllez Delgado and Ramírez Fernández 2018).

Spanish studies that more pointedly address gender equality or gender roles in relation
to Islam in Spain at first particularly focused on examining practices of Moroccan women
(Ramírez 1998). This type of approach often analysed or observed any transformations
in gender roles, identity or values when these Moroccan women in particular migrated
to Spain (Ramírez 1998). An emphasis on the autonomy of women being limited in the
origin country, as well as practices of gender separation, could be cited as the point of
comparison when investigating how Moroccan women inserted (or did not insert) their
beliefs and practices upon their arrival and continued life in Spain. Researchers often
identified a value shift, distinguishing differences in gender dynamics in origin countries
versus host country. For example, a 2002 study of Moroccan women in Catalonia organizes
observations in terms of “strategies of female cultural insertion”, or how migrant women
strategically “integrate” into Catalonia into three categories: women that continue with
so-called tradition, characterized by male and female segregation in certain activities;
women that engage in a transition strategy and incorporate “elements of change” into their
traditional roles; and finally, women who develop strategies and changes in gender roles
that are good for “insertion” into a plural society (Alcalde et al. 2002, pp. 42, 43). This
clearly frames gender and gender equality within the context of shedding old cultural
values and adopting presumably gender equal new ones. Another example includes a
study in Huelva, Spain, evaluating whether views on gender equality and education among
migrant Moroccan women change based on length of residence in Spain (Bedmar and
Caro 2013). The semi-structured interviews asked questions including “Do you think girls’
education should be equal to that of boys’?” or “Do you believe school is important in
your daughters’ education?” (Bedmar and Caro 2013). Again, the interview script implies
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that gender equality would be the norm in Spain, and that the more equal the participants
believe education should be, the more they manifest signs of integration.

Muslim youth of migrant origin have also been an object of study in Spain from
the point of view of integrating or measuring up to host culture practices. Migration
studies of Muslim youth approach the population as 1.5, second and third generation
migrants (Portes et al. 2016). In other words, they can be studied within the context of
being the children of immigrant parents that came to Spain largely from Morocco during
the 1990s, and in some cases from the Levant region during the 1980s. Most empirical
studies regarding second generation youth have been qualitative and relatively limited
in scope, with a few exceptions. Some of the studies continue to evaluate gender with
the same approach as those investigating the first generation. For example, a 2006 survey
of second-generation Moroccans, Dominicans and Peruvians examines their opinion in
comparison to “native” European youth, and notes that children of Moroccans tend to
emphasize the importance of couples sharing the same religion, and link women with
domestic tasks more so than second generation participants of a different background
(Aparicio and Tornos 2006). A report published in 2012 surveying second-generation
children of Maghreb migrant origin in the neighbourhood of San Cristobal, Madrid, argued
that this second-generation population suffered inequal treatment, with girls restricted in
public life due to Islam (Díaz López and López 2012).

Key in this outline is how public discourse, including in the media and political
rhetoric, guides or influences academic investigation, and vice versa. In relation to the
present topic of Muslim youth, the dangers of fundamentalism remain emphasized in the
political and public sphere, with concerns as to the prevention of Moroccan origin Spanish
youth and other second-generation Muslims from choosing radicalism. An example
includes the public-school curriculum for religious instruction in Islam. While the right to
religious education in the religion of preference is recognized in public or subsidized private
schools, the availability of such instruction according to the autonomous community is
limited, and there is often the complaint that the instruction is vastly disproportionate,
in favour of Catholicism versus Islam.3 Moreover, as of March 2016, the Ministry of
Education, with assistance from the Foundation for Pluralism and Coexistence, issued a
curriculum and materials for secondary schools discussing extremism and terrorism, which
Planet Contreras describes as cautioning against “‘overstepping’ in religious practice” and
encouraging the study of “marriage from the perspective of rejecting misogynist violence”
(Planet Contreras 2018, p. 45).

It is of note that these studies of integration or migration, which hold migrant origin
Muslims to standards of wider, allegedly mainstream Spanish gender equality, posit
assumptions regarding mainstream Spanish cultural or societal values that may not be
black and white. A February 2018 survey by the Spanish State Centre for Sociological
Investigation (Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas 2018) found that 60.6% of Spaniards
at age 16 remembered their mother as “inactive”, or engaged in unremunerated household
work (Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas 2018). Furthermore, while it would be
difficult to review the entire canon of literature on gender equality in Spain, it is of note
that in recent years it has been observed that post-crisis Spain has experienced austerity
politics that negatively impacted gender equality legislation and institutions (Lombardo
et al. 2017). Moreover, Spanish women still undertake the majority of unpaid care work

3 A 1996 Spanish law allows for religious instruction in publicly funded primary and secondary school, for those students who want to exercise their
right to receive religious education (in all faiths); this law would presumably level the playing field, as some Catholic schools up until that point had
received state funding. However, it is argued that funds remain unequally distributed among faiths, as in 2019, while there were 326,359 Muslim
students, the community school systems throughout Spain only employed 80 professors of Islam (Andalusí 2019).
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(Lombardo et al. 2017).4 In sum, while young Spanish Muslims of migrant origin are
juxtaposed with paradigmatic gender equality expectations,5 and subject to implicit or
explicit interrogation that can result in an alienating experience, the reality of gender
(in)equality in Spain undermines this juxtaposition.

3.3. Academic Inquiry at the Intersection of Gender Equality and Muslim Youth: The Dutch Case

Dutch academic inquiry as to Muslim youth and gender presents a different context
and trajectory, given that it is embedded in a distinct national context, but ultimately
manifests similar patterns of knowledge production. Scholars often pointedly assess Dutch
Muslims through the lens of secularism, reflecting how Islam is framed in both academic
and public discourse as in opposition to Dutch liberalism, and research indicates high
levels of anti-Muslim sentiment in Dutch society (de Bruijn et al. 2020). The study of Dutch
Muslims began to take root in the 1980s: while Muslim-identifying migrants from Turkey
and Morocco began to arrive in the 1960s, by the 1970s only a few studies addressed Islam
in the Netherlands, with the term Muslim more frequently cited in early 1980s literature
(de Koning and Sunier 2020).

This increased academic study paralleled the heightened public visibility of Islam: in
1983, the Dutch Constitution was amended, putting an end to formal relationships with the
Protestant Church, and all religions were recognized as equal under the law via the ‘non-
recognition’ principle; this provided Muslims with the opportunity for equal participation.
At the same time, ‘non-recognition’ in practice could be applied by authorities in methods
of non-intervention towards or exclusion of the Muslim population (de Koning and Sunier
2020). As the number of migrants with Muslim background increased throughout the
1980s, and Islam became more visible, the government began to adopt migrant integration
policies. Islam was correspondingly addressed in the literature as a foreign import, from a
migration perspective, despite these migrants’ permanent move to the Netherlands. At the
same time, Rath et al. (1997) argue that although Muslims were called on to “integrate,” the
boundaries between them and the rest of society were seen as permeable, and ultimately
the integration project sought inclusion.

Koning and Sunier point to the Rushdie Affair6 as a turning point in discourse sur-
rounding Islam, when both liberal and right-wing policymakers articulated the possibility
of Islam or “Islamification” as incompatible with and a threat to a liberal, Dutch identity
(de Koning and Sunier 2020). This coincided with a backlash against “multiculturalism”
policies throughout Europe. Moreover, the wake of the terrorist attacks of September
11, the assassination of Pim Fortuyn by an activist that accused the Dutch politician of
exploiting Muslims, as well as the murder of filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004 by a
self-professed Islamist, provided fodder for political and public rhetoric framing Islam
in terms of securitization (Brouwer et al. 2017). Dutch politician Geert Wilders famously
founded the far-right Freedom Party (PVV), attacking Islam openly, and leads his party in
Dutch Parliament as of 2021 (Moors 2009). In the past decade, right-wing populist parties,

4 It should be noted that the majority of the literature assessed here, and studies on Spanish Muslims or Spanish Muslim youth for the most part, often
examine populations in urban areas, which can differ demographically from those dwelling in rural areas of Spain; the analysis may be skewed
or limited in this regard, especially in a discussion of gender equality or roles. For example, a 2006 government-sponsored report on Moroccan
immigrants in Spain notes a more equal balance of Moroccan or Moroccan origin Spanish (presumably Muslim-identifying) men and women in
Spanish urban areas with service sector employment, as opposed to a majority of Moroccan men in rural, agricultural-dependent areas of Spain
(López García and Berriane 2006). Of course, more detailed examination is required too when examining gender in labour and employment among
the wider Spanish population.

5 Some recent qualitative studies of Spanish Muslim youth explore identity and practices, emphasizing the current reality of a plural and diverse
Spain. While empirically they may not be quantitatively significant, these more recent studies often go beyond studying this population as the
children of migrants, turning towards examining identity construction in relation to a minority religion or other identification. See (Adlbi Sibai
2010; Téllez Delgado 2014) or (Mendoza Carmona 2017) for examples. In these studies, if there is reference to gender at all, there is less of an
overemphasized inquiry into gender roles, or a lack of binary separation between a “Muslim” approach to gender versus that of mainstream
societies, as compared with literature from previous decades. Still, the othering of Islam within the frame of gender inequality continues in the
wider academic and public debate.

6 The Rushdie Affair here refers to the worldwide reaction of some self-identifying Muslims to the 1988 publication of Salman Rushdie’s book “The
Satanic Verses”.
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if not making political gains in the Netherlands, have at least established a firm foothold
as the “opposition” to main liberal parties in recent years, and continue to purportedly
champion the “emancipation” of migrant or Muslim women (Cuperus 2021; Kešić and
Duyvendak 2019; de Lange and Mügge 2015; Vieten 2016).

Beyond the sentiments of radical right or populist societal factions and political forces,
it is argued that strong, more extensive Dutch societal criticism of what is perceived as
constituting a Muslim way of life is not uncommon. Verloo and Roggeband (1996) explain
how policy frames frequently employ the term “allochthonous”, to refer to Muslim youth
of migrant origin or their parents, which can refer to “foreign descent” and literally means
‘different in relation to’; it is used to distinguish migrants from the ‘autochthonous’ popula-
tion (2007). Meanwhile, these debates also invoke the notion of ‘Dutch exceptionalism,”
championing alleged Dutch tolerance in general, specifically as linked to securitization and
sexual politics (Bracke 2011). The course of these perceptions of and narratives on Islam in
the Netherlands, shifting from one of migration to one of religious threat, can impact Dutch
Muslim youth of migrant origin, specifically those with Moroccan-born parents. They face
exclusionary discourses, articulated in securitisation or oppression of women narratives,
with their religious background cast as a threat to tolerance and liberalism (Prins et al.
2015). Korteweg and Yurdakul note an uneven public and political preoccupation with
honour killings as representative of Dutch Muslim violence against women (Korteweg and
Yurdakul 2009).

Simultaneously, in the literature Muslim youth of migrant origin are also evaluated in
terms of their religiosity and gender ideology, even if it is to evidence that this association
is ill-founded: Scheible and Fleischmann determine in a 2013 study that the “prominently
discussed negative association between Islamic religiosity and egalitarian gender ideology
among the second generation of Turkish and Moroccan” is insignificant (p. 390). As with
the Spanish case, some more recent qualitative studies of Dutch Muslim youth have offered
Muslim youth accounts within this discussion. A 2018 study of Dutch Muslim girls playing
football notes that while the girls are expected to participate in this activity to demonstrate
their gendered integration, they are still othered in a religious, ethnic or gendered way
in their lived experiences on the football field (van den Bogert 2018). Another qualitative
study of digital practice of Islamic Moroccan-Dutch youth addresses “religious, ethnic, and
gender positioning” in describing how boys and girls relate differently to Dutch identity or
their faith. It argues that the racism they experience differs, explaining that within Dutch
society, the boys are cast as criminals and girls as oppressed (Leurs et al. 2019). On the other
hand, a larger study in the migration literature from 2016 remains concerned with “cultural
integration” and emphasizes gender ideology among second generation Muslims in the
Netherlands, noting in this regard the “intergenerational shift in the Muslim population in
the Netherlands, toward socio-cultural assimilation, on the one hand and reactive ethnicity,
on the other . . . the aggregate picture appears to be one of movement toward the more
liberal Dutch mainstream” (Maliepaard and Alba 2016, p. 90). Indeed, heated public debate
about perceived or real Muslim practices, prevalent in politics and the media, may not
have been explicitly fomented by scholarship; at the same time, the approach to Islam as
foreign and diametrically opposed to Dutch liberal values can shape and lead to these
gendered discourses.

Meanwhile, and as can be observed also in the Spanish example, expression of egalitar-
ian gender ideology among the wider population does not necessarily translate to gender
equal behaviours throughout wider or “autochthonous” Dutch society. van de Vijver’s
(2007) study notes how gender role beliefs may “differ” among “mainstreamers and im-
migrant groups in The Netherlands”, but that there was little difference in the division of
household labour or childcare responsibilities when comparing the two groups (p. 824).
Academic literature has conducted a significant number of gender policy evaluations,
as Dutch policy measures have consistently sought gender equality in both rights and
opportunities for several decades (Roggeband and Verloo 2007). However, as measured
by the OECD, women’s employment remains inequal: in 2016, 60% of employed women
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were contracted for less than 30 h a week, and a gender pay gap of 14% in the Netherlands
is below the OECD average (OECD 2019). Again, as with the Spanish example, Muslim
youth of migrant origin are thus being held to gender equal ideologies or practices that
correspond to wider societal standards unrepresentative of real behaviours; moreover, it is
often the case that ideology and practice are conflated in these imagined standards.

4. Discussion: Implications of the Literature’s Reoccurring Discursive Tropes

Research focus throughout the European literature, as well as in the specific cases of
Spain and the Netherlands, manifests notable patterns in the intersection between the study
of Muslim youth and gender equality. European Muslim youth are often investigated from
the point of view of migration studies, where a subtle “othering” can take place. Positioned
from the beginning as minorities due to religious belief and presumed accompanying val-
ues, academic discussion of the gender dimension with regards to Muslim youth frequently
revisits themes of either radicalization or oppression, continuously interrogating gender
equal ideology or behaviours. Whether this investigation is led by or is responding to the
political, public and media discourse, knowledge production’s embeddedness in societal
power relations equips it to exacerbate the marginalization or exclusion of this population.

Again, the youth addressed in this study, along with any migrant parents, are often
examined in the way they relate to “liberal values”, “secularism” or “gender equality”
supposedly definitive of the European imaginary. Here, the debate as to what constitutes
“liberalism” and “secularism” once again emerges, including how, as either concepts or
normative systems, both may be employed as superficial or blanket markers, or even
serve as a distraction, in scholarship that lacks a more thorough discussion inclusive of
race and racism. In this narrative, with regards to the religion and secularism debate,
“secular liberalism” is argued to be ultimately illiberal in the sense that it eliminates the
freedom and rights of religious-identifying individuals (Woodhead 2013). Within this
context, scholarly work then addresses how European Muslims and Muslim youth in
particular can “legitimately” engage in religious practice or individualized religiosity.

At the same time, what defines “liberalism,” or “liberal values” is very much nebulous
and contested, and liberalism has even been critiqued as a civilizational project resting on
racialized and colonialist hierarchies (Jones 2020; Lentin 2014). For example, Muslim youth
are studied and understood as “integrated” (whether migrants or citizens) if their beliefs
and practices conform to certain “liberal” values. Preoccupation with Muslim European
women’s autonomy as part of such liberal values continues, despite mounting feminist
scholarship that contests the link between religion or religiosity and women’s oppression,
and asks for redirected attention to broader intersectional dimensions (Taramundi 2015).
Essentially, in framing academic discussions in terms of religious freedom and gender
equality exclusive to what is “liberal”, or “European”, problematic racial inequalities are
side-stepped.

As Essed and Trienekens (2008) point out in the Dutch case, “people can rather easily
suppress statements about race, about being white, about whiteness, about racism, exactly
because there is ample space to be vocal about (perceived) cultural vices of allochtonen”—
in this case, the “cultural vice” constitutes Islamic practices or identification. In exploring
post-race and contemporary racisms, Valluvan (2016) notes that while categorizations as to
religious or cultural difference perhaps may not name “race” as such, they are formulated
in combined reference to “ethno-racial, ethno-religious, and ethno-legal”, including as
directed towards Muslims in Western Europe. Indeed, few studies in the discussion of
gender and religion or culture include these various other dimensions related to structural
inequality, in particular race. Acknowledging and exploring race and class in such an
examination of European Muslim youth can fill gaps and hold knowledge production more
accountable.

First of all, the power differentials and structural inequalities inherent to a post-
colonial Europe marked by racial inequality can provide novel insights. For example,
Eseverri’s qualitative study carried out from 2010 in 2013 in Madrid signals how among
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second generation or migrant origin youth in Madrid (Dominican, Ecuadorian and Mo-
roccan origin, with the latter generally presumed by the literature as Muslim-identifying),
she did not observe the separation of gender cited by studies from the United Kingdom
and France, due to the economic necessity of seeking work (Eseverri Mayer 2017). Such a
contribution provides a new and counter-perspective, making a distinction between the
need to work versus the desire to work, an important and little explored qualification when
examining gender (in)equality among European Muslim youth. This demonstrates the
importance of considering inclusions and exclusions of race and class to better understand
how multiple dimensions of power and structural dynamics affect gender equal norms
and practices (or their investigation).

Secondly, the invisibility of race in this discussion can reflect a disconnect between
lived experiences of this population under study, limiting the purported “examination”
of the same. Race, or the intersection of race, religion and citizenship, is embedded in
securitization and migration public and political discourse, and hierarchies of power in
this regard are clearly in operation. Young Muslim Europeans are persistently the target
of veiled or overt racist statements that paint them as a public threat to European values.
While the literature addresses Muslims’ access to societal participation or rights such as
religious freedom or personal expression, it often limits the conversation to the institutional
and policy reform or intervention that could or should improve access. Investigation must
further address the psychosocial effects, compounded disadvantage and wider societal
repercussions such stereotyping engenders (Moghissi and Ghorashi 2010).

For example, in the case of gender, inquiries as to the use of the Islamic veil record
personal experiences of discrimination experienced by young Muslim women in the ex-
ploration of this group’s relationship with autonomy and feminism on the one hand, or
institutional rights to individual expression on the other (Fokas and Richardson 2017;
Halrynjo and Jonker 2016). Meanwhile, in Spain and the Netherlands, at least, there has
been little work comprehensively exploring employment policies and practices within the
private sector, outside of any claims regarding the legal system;7 in this way, discussion of
gender balance and roles exclusively examines young Muslim women, overlooking other
actors (beyond the state) contributing to layered inequalities or racism.

These scholarly discussions of European Muslim youth at an intersection with gender
equality, or as framed in terms of gender inequality, rest on predominant knowledge
regimes, or are conducted through normative, implicitly racialized approaches. Ultimately,
many research questions are not neutral, because they begin with a subjective answer.
Muslim youth are not asked what they perceive gender equality to mean, but are instead
met with inquisitions into their practice, and judged by how they measure compared
to a supposedly fixed and non-normative gender ideology paradigm. To what extent
such gender equal beliefs and practices exist, especially in these European countries of
study, undergoes less scrutiny; moreover, a full conversation as to the context of societal
gender constructs is sometimes entirely absent. The beliefs and practices surrounding
gender equality among the general, “mainstream” youth population perhaps do not go
unquestioned, but certainly are significantly less questioned. This demonstrates how the
repeated interrogation as to specifically European Muslim youth’s relationship with gender
equality elicits scrutiny and deconstruction.

5. Conclusions: Deconstructing Hegemony and Understanding What the
Unasked Reveals

In sum, the study of European Muslim youth is notably linked to gender (in)equality
and often articulated in terms of the veil and outward manifestations of religiosity as
visible and identifiable markers of difference. Meanwhile, dimensions of race and class
remain present, but frequently evaded, with colonial pasts merely offered a nod. In short,
these themes are analysed almost in response to an allegation of “otherness,” in lieu

7 (Planet Contreras 2018). Discussion with Colleen Boland. 15 March 2019. Pompeu Fabra University, Barcelona.
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of a more neutral inquiry. Especially given the interdependent research policy nexus,
those engaging in knowledge production are tasked with accountability, as demonstrated
by the exclusion created in both academic narratives and public or policy discourses
surrounding European Muslim youth. While critical inquiry is always emphasized, it
seems exceptionally necessary and neglected in this case.

As such, firstly, how can we incorporate voices and perspectives outside of the hege-
monic paradigms, particularly in the academic setting? In her essay on minorities in Dutch
academia, Essed suggests financial interventions related to diversity, evening courses and
language politics that are open to difference (Essed 1999). Indeed, attention to structural
inequalities and room for agency could facilitate a more robust knowledge production. In
fact, admittedly, even while this work criticizes the current framing of European Muslim
youth within gender discourse, it still perpetuates predominant tendencies to prioritize
the subject of Islam and gender in research, when perhaps other more useful, divergent
and objective inquiries fall by the wayside. In this sense, simply challenging dominant
knowledge regimes and policy concerns falls short of a truly reflexive project.

This leads to the second step in pursuing a more critical inquiry: understanding why
these hegemonic regimes remain entrenched, apart from the more obvious dynamics of self-
reconstituting power structures and relations. In particular, what is not said is evocative
of how contemporary study of these debates is directed, and offers a starting point from
which to critically re-evaluate the current predominant course of study. What does the
construction of multiple difference through the lens of solely religious difference reveal
about dominant European societal discourse and academic inquiry? Why the discomfort
with articulating and problematizing race, and how can this be rectified? How can attitudes
toward gender equality be studied in conjunction with real behaviours, setting aside the
notion that European liberal societies or thought exclusively provide the paradigmatic
example of gender equality? Ultimately, remaining open to a more nuanced debate that
provides due consideration to all dimensions of power relations, including race and class
in addition to religion and gender, can improve the integrity of systems of thought and
knowledge production that discernibly impact European Muslim youth.
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Abstract: In this article, we address a gap in the scholarship on (super)diversity, discrimination and
racism by placing the experiences of non-western migrants and Roma people in the same concep-
tual framework of stigmatization based on racialization and aporophobia. Including a (formally
non-recognized) national minority, the Spanish Roma, in such an analysis implies moving from a
framework of superdiversity applied to immigrants to a broader one, which also applies the notion of
superdiversity to the racialized citizens of a country, shifting the focus from inner-group features to
exogenous othering processes by the mainstream society. We aim to also contribute to the literature
on the race–class binary with our empirically grounded analysis of how racialization and aporopho-
bia intersect in the negative stereotyping of people who are cast as outsiders based on both their
race/ethnicity and (assumed) socio-economic status. Data from several different research projects on
migrant and Roma inclusion/exclusion in Spain were used for the analysis, which focuses on the
intersections between race and class in the narratives on exclusion and discrimination by 185 migrant
and Roma men and women that were interviewed between 2004 and 2021. The analysis shows that
our Roma and migrant respondents perceive forms of discrimination based on racialization and
aporophobia that are similar in several ways. In turn, the “double stigmatization” experienced by
many of our respondents reinforces their actual precariousness, which may be understood both as
a cause and consequence of this stigmatization. We found that these experiences were salient in
the narratives of both non-western migrant and Roma respondents who find themselves part of a
“racialized underclass” and struggle with finding ways to exit the vicious circle of devalued identities
and material deprivation.

Keywords: racialization; aporophobia; class; discrimination; immigration; Roma

1. Introduction

After having studied different forms of inclusion/exclusion and perceived discrim-
ination among migrants in Catalonia/Spain for nearly two decades, in recent years, we
expanded our focus to also include the native Roma population1. We found striking sim-
ilarities between the Roma and the non-western migrant respondents in terms of both
experiences of ethno-racially based forms of rejection, and of mistreatment based on being,
or being assumed to be, poor. These narratives constitute the empirical basis for the analy-
sis on intersecting discriminations that we will develop in this article, conceptualized as
racialization and aporophobia (i.e., rejection of the poor; see Cortina Orts 2017).

The marginalization of the migrant population in a country is often considered, both
by scholars and politicians, to be associated with the fact that they are newcomers, be-
cause of their role as exploitable workers, or because of cultural differences. From this
perspective, immigrant disadvantage is largely expected to diminish over time and across
the generations (e.g., Haller et al. 2011; Portes and Zhou 1993; Hadj-Abdou 2019). As
Zick et al. (2008) state, discrimination may explain why if this improvement does not take
place. However, though it is widely known that the Roma people have suffered marginal-
ization and racism for centuries, and still often are otherized in harmful ways despite
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being native citizens of the countries where they live, in Spain as elsewhere (McGarry 2017;
Fejzula 2019; Ringold et al. 2005), research on the Roma has generally been analytically
separated from research on migrants.

In this article, we aim to advance the analysis of discrimination and disadvantage
in “superdiverse” (Vertovec 2007) societies by placing the Spanish Roma people and
non-western migrants in the same conceptual framework of stigmatization based on
racialization and aporophobia. While by no means neglecting the specificities of different
discriminations related to, for instance, prejudices about a certain ethnic group, culture,
religion or origin, for the analytical purposes of this article we will focus on the similarities
between experiences of exclusion and rejection that are related to the condition of being
(or being assumed to be) poor and racialized. Including Roma people in the analysis
implies moving from a framework of superdiversity applied to immigrants (Vertovec 2007)
to a broader one, which also applies the notion of superdiversity to the racialized citizens
of a country. This will also allow us to switch from a notion of superdiversity that mainly
addresses inner-group features—such as nationality and ethno-linguistic characteristics—to
a focus on exogenous othering processes resulting in the creation of “diversity”.

We argue that in order to conceptualize the exclusion and discrimination that Roma
people and non-western migrants are subject to, an intersectional approach taking into
account the dimensions of race/ethnicity and class is necessary2. We believe that there is a
class-related dimension of racialization that cannot be left out of any serious discussion on
discrimination (Hellgren 2019). Yet, we also argue that the stigmatization of migrants and
Roma people cannot be reduced to mere “aporophobia”, as Cortina Orts (2017) claimed in
her popular essay on this topic. Several studies highlight the political and economic dynam-
ics of marginalization by the capitalist system. Bhattacharyya (2018, p. 102), for instance,
explains that it is possible to analyze racial capitalism by looking at how “economic exploita-
tion and racist othering reinforce and sometimes amplify each other”. Waquant (2009), in
addition, underlines that an increasing social insecurity is intertwined with the evolution
of criminal justice that determines a punishing of the poor; we will incorporate the crimi-
nalization of Roma and migrants as a component of the intersection between racialization
and aporophobia in our analysis.

Our aim is to provide an empirically grounded contribution to the analytical frame-
work of race and class developed by Balibar and Wallerstein (1991), in light of new con-
ceptual developments in the field of racialization and othering processes, as well as the
treatment of the poor in a late capitalist society marked by social inequalities that were
seriously aggravated by the Great Recession (Hellgren and Serrano 2019; Marí-Klose and
Martínez Pérez 2015; Medina Moral et al. 2010), and currently are further intensified due to
the COVID-19 pandemic (FRA 2020a, 2020b; GRITIM-UPF 2020; Fakali 2020). We rely on
extensive qualitative data material on the self-perceived discrimination of migrants and
Roma people in Spain, collected from several of our research projects3. Here, we will use
these data in order to examine the race- and class-related dimensions of discrimination,
both individually and in intersection. By applying this perspective, our analysis sheds
light on the racial dimension of perceived exclusion and discrimination, as well as its
intersection with the class stigma.

In the following parts of this article, we will first discuss the historical racialization of
Roma people in Spain and how it contributed to create structures of inequality that still
continue to define the life conditions of the Roma, before turning our lens to the newer
arrivals of racialized people through migration. In this section, we will also situate our
work in relation to contemporary research on discrimination against migrants and Roma
people. Then, we will provide a theoretically grounded analysis of our key concepts, racial-
ization and aporophobia, and their relevance for a renewed, fundamentally intersectional
approach to the debate on race and class. In the empirical section, we will describe our
ethnographic data material, and analyze this along the lines of racialization/aporophobia
and their intersections.
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2. Histories of Discrimination: Antigypsyism and Xenophobia in
“Superdiverse” Spain

The Spanish history of racism goes back to the Middle Ages, including the expulsion
of Jews and Moors from the country, the colonization of Latin America, the marginalization
of the Roma population, and the scientific racism during the 19th and 20th centuries, which
under the Franco dictatorship was inspired by contemporary European doctrines on “racial
biology” (Van Dijk 2005, p. 70). In contemporary research on othering processes, there
is also an increasing focus on borders: the high visibility of irregular crossings at several
points of the Spanish borders—Ceuta, Melilla, the Gibraltar straight or more recently the
Canary Islands—plays a key role in the demonization of migrants (Gabrielli 2021; Carlotti
in this Special Issue). Visual and textual narratives in media and in political discourses tend
to overemphasize the weight of the flows of “non-whites”, defining them as an “invasion”
or an “avalanche”, and framing them as a central security threat for the state, the welfare
system, or the “national culture”, and thereby justifying the “obscene character of exclusion”
(De Genova 2013, 2018). In this section, we will provide a contextual background to the
exclusion and discrimination of Roma people and more recently arrived, non-western
migrants in Spain.

To a great extent, the history of the Roma, or gitanos4, in Spain is also a history of
persecution and exclusion (Motos Pérez 2009; Martín Sánchez 2018). The construction of
Spanish Roma as a group of “others” occurred over time through different political, legal
and social mechanisms. Some authors point out the primacy of the legal mechanisms to
generate this othering/racialization of the Roma population (Motos Pérez 2009; Vázquez
García 2009; Filigrana 2020). Since the late 15th century, Spanish laws specifically targeted
the ways of life of the Roma people and the typologies of their economic activities (unpaid
work, mainly livestock trade, or work as blacksmiths), and also their place of settlement, the
use of their language, their cultural expressions, and their very identification as Roma (e.g.,
Filigrana 2020; Vázquez García 2009). During these five and a half centuries of legislation,
several negative characteristics have been associated with Roma people: vagrants, loafers,
cheats, evildoers, crooks, thieves, tricksters, child kidnappers, lazy, idle and criminal
people (Motos Pérez 2009; Vázquez García 2009). It is not surprising to see the echoes
of this labeling in contemporary stereotypes related to the Roma population in Spain.
Moreover, the historical marginalization of the Roma generated economic disadvantage
in very concrete terms (exclusion from most economic sectors, stigmatization of “gypsy
professions”, forced inclusion in low-wage and degrading activities, also through forced
labor sanctions), and a mutually reinforcing process in which racialization and class stigma
became intimately intertwined. The last racist legislation targeting the Roma population
in the country was withdrawn as the democratic constitution of Spain was approved in
1978 (Motos Pérez 2009). Still today, however, despite formally being recognized equal
rights to any Spanish citizen, the Roma people suffer from negative prejudices and are
overrepresented in situations of poverty and marginalization (Damonti and Arza Porras
2014; Filigrana 2020). Contemporary antigypsyism appears closely linked to aporophobia
in social and political narratives (Filigrana 2020; Cortés Gómez and End 2019).

Spain does not recognize ethnic minority statuses, which by several activists has
been highlighted as problematic since it results in the lack of data on ethnicity and ethnic
discrimination. It is therefore difficult, if not impossible, to give an accurate account of
the number of Roma people in the country—currently estimated to be about 2% of the
population (FSG.org 2020)—or the discrimination they face (Agüero Fernández 2020). It is,
however, well known that discrimination and social exclusion affect the Roma population
severely. Roma children fail in Spanish schools to an alarming extent (Hellgren and Gabrielli
2021; FSG.org 2020) and, as O’Hanlon (2016, p. 7) recently stated: “Roma students aren’t in
the classrooms, and their history isn’t in textbooks: 500 years of Roma contributions to Spain
fails to merit a single mention in school history books”. Therefore, apparently a vicious
circle is continuously reinforced: Roma people are repeatedly mentioned in negative terms,
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as in media articles of “clan fights” and welfare dependence, while non-Roma continue to
reject Roma people as classmates, employees, or tenants.

The history of migration to Spain, in turn, is comparably recent in a European per-
spective. Stimulated by the fast economic growth after the Spanish entry into the European
Union in 1986, non-western immigration started to increase in order to cover mainly
low-paid, low-qualified positions in sectors such as agriculture, construction or domestic
work, rejected by the Spaniards. The proportion of the Spanish population represented by
immigrants increased from 0.9% in 1991 to 11% in 2020 (representing a small decrease since
the peak of 12.20% in 2010 and 20115). This migration from northern and sub-Saharan
Africa, Latin America, Eastern Europe, and Asia was largely irregular (residence permits
were granted subsequently under certain conditions) (Izquierdo 2005; Moreno Fuentes and
Callejo 2011; Moreno and Alòs 2015) and, it could be said, led to the gradual formation of a
large “migrant precariat” (Standing 2014). Immigration in Spain became closely linked to
precariousness (Moreno and Alòs 2015); an immigrant in people’s minds would typically be
synonymous with a poor, exploitable worker from a non-western country (Hellgren 2019).
Just as racialization and aporophobia intersect in the negative prejudices affecting the Roma
people, these categories also shape the “immigrant stigma”.

The situation of non-western migrants in Spain is similar to that of the Roma people
in several regards: immigrants are overrepresented in situations of social exclusion and
lacking opportunities (Catalan Government’s Integration Report 2016; Marí-Klose and
Martínez Pérez 2015; Moreno and Alòs 2015), and immigrant children fail disproportionally
in Spanish schools (though numbers are not as bleak as for the Roma) (Bayona and Domingo
2018). Additionally, though there is increasing recognition of ethnic pluralism, at least
in Catalonia, in line with the interculturalist policy agenda (Barcelona Interculturality
Plan 2010; Catalan Policy Document 2017, 2019), it is unclear to what extent discourses
are translated into practice in terms of improved life conditions for migrants. Much of
the research on the disadvantage of non-western migrants in Spain focuses on socio-
economic inequality and the links between migration and precarious employment (e.g.,
ILO 2014; Porthé et al. 2010; Ramos 2020; Moreno and Alòs 2015). However, in recent years,
several studies have also emphasized the problem with racism/discrimination, generally
by focusing on racialized people’s own experiences and perceptions (e.g., CIS 2018;
Bobowik et al. 2014; Hellgren 2019; Spanish Government’s Report 2020). Simultaneously,
discrimination by the police and the criminalization of racialized groups are increasingly
highlighted by several Spanish anti-racist actors (SOS Racisme 2020; Rights International
Spain 2020). A recent report on stereotypes of Roma people in the Spanish legal system
underlines the existence of a large unconscious bias in criminal justice systems that “leads
to mistrust of the criminal justice system by Roma people, who define it as both racist
and classist, as it discriminates according to race and socio-economic situation” (Rights
International Spain 2020, p. 60). Considering the situation in the Barcelona area (where
most of the fieldwork upon which this article is based was conducted), a recent report
by the Barcelona City Council on discrimination underlines the systematic detention and
police stops based on racial profiling, affecting racialized people from the migrant and
Roma population (Barcelona City Council 2020, pp. 43–44). Discrimination and racist
attitudes are also signaled in access to housing, in the media, and in relation to school
segregation (SOS Racisme 2020; Barcelona City Council 2020). Moreover, the Barcelona
City Council also stresses the fact that the low number of complaints received by their
Office for Non-Discrimination is most likely explained by underreporting, which, in turn,
may reflect a widespread lack of trust in the system rather than the absence of actual
discrimination, particularly among Roma people (Barcelona City Council 2020). As one of
our respondents put it, “if I report when I am discriminated against, it would just be like
double discrimination, being humiliated again by the person I report to” (Roma woman,
Barcelona, Interview 2020).

At present, the situation has apparently worsened. Both migrants and Roma people
were among the groups most severely hit by the financial crisis in 2007–2008 (FSG.org
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2013; ENAR Report 2013–2017; Marí-Klose and Martínez Pérez 2015; Hellgren and Serrano
2019), accentuating the poverty that many of them already lived in. Then, the COVID-19
crisis struck against a country that never fully recovered after the financial collapse post-
2008. The social and economic consequences are already devastating for people with scarce
resources, including a large part of the migrant population (particularly individuals without
residence permits) and many Roma people who are highly dependent on incomes from
street vending and market sales (GRITIM-UPF 2020; FRA 2020a; Fakali 2020). In addition,
there are indications that racism and discrimination are currently growing, a tendency
that is intensified by the expansion of the anti-immigrant political party Vox (Spanish
Government’s Report 2020). As the Fundamental Rights Agency of the EU underlines: “the
pandemic is increasingly being used as a pretext to target minorities who already suffer
racial discrimination and hate crimes, such as migrants, people of immigrant descent and
Roma, particularly on social networks” (FRA 2020a, p. 1). Consistently, several reports
by civil society organizations working on rights, discrimination and racism underline an
alarming rise of racism and racial discrimination against both migrants and Roma people
in Spain during the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., African Descent/Rights International Spain
2020; Fakali 2020).

3. Intersecting Discriminations: Racialization and Aporophobia as Mutually
Reinforcing Categories

In contemporary scholarship on racism and discrimination, the intersectional approach
requested by Crenshaw (1991) is increasingly common (e.g., Seng 2012; Viruell-Fuentes et al.
2012), though there are different and sometimes contradictory currents in the migration
and diversity literature. At present, there is an emerging focus on race and racialization,
which has hitherto largely been absent from the European discourses (Small 1994; Dalal
2002; Leach 2002; Grosfoguel 2004; Silverstein 2005; Lentin 2008, 2011, 2015; Vincze
2014; McDowell 2016; Gans 2017; De Genova 2018; Gonzalez-Sobrino and Goss 2019;
Johansson 2020). This “racial turn” has recently been fueled by the global Black Lives Matter
movement. It links exclusion and disadvantage to the overt or hidden racism that affects
many non-white people in European societies, as elsewhere in the world, and reflects the
polarization in social research between this perspective on the one hand, and the defenders
of the “post-racial society” on the other hand (Leach 2002; Waquant 2009; Viruell-Fuentes
et al. 2012; Bhattacharyya 2018; Bhattacharyya et al. 2019; Warmington 2020). At least for
some, indeed, to recognize the existence of racial hierarchies in European societies collides
with the highly held ideal, or illusion, that there is equality of opportunities (e.g., Leach
2002; Silverstein 2005; Lentin 2008; Vincze 2014; Hellgren 2019). Moreover, in the broader
context of research on racism and discrimination, antigypsyism is often approached by
focusing on the specificity of the kinds of racism and exclusion that the Roma are exposed to
(e.g., Cortés Gómez and End 2019; O’Hanlon 2016). Without questioning the purposiveness
of such an approach, both at the analytical and claims-making levels, in this article we do
instead intentionally focus on the similarities between the stigmatization of Roma people
and of migrants. Research on poverty and social class, in turn, is a classical field in the
social sciences. It seems to have experienced a kind of renaissance in recent years, not the
least in the wake of the enormous attention to Standing’s work on the “new underclass”,
the precariat (Standing 2014), and the impoverishment of large segments of people across
the western world since the Great Recession (Marí-Klose and Martínez Pérez 2015; Hellgren
and Serrano 2019). By this article, we wish to contribute to a more explicit focus on the
specific situation that the racialized members of this precariat face.

We situate our work in the intersection between the fields of race and class, bringing
together two frameworks that have not only been analytically separated, but often placed
in direct opposition to each other (Bhattacharyya et al. 2019; Sayyid 2017; Hollinger
2011). Marxist scholars have, for instance, accused defenders of Critical Race Theory and
other scholars focusing on race/racialization for downplaying the recognition of class
inequalities (Warmington 2020). In this theoretical section, we will further define how we
use the concepts of racialization and aporophobia, and discuss the relationship between
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them. Indeed, the debate on the intersections between race and class is not a new one (see,
for instance, the seminal work by Balibar and Wallerstein 1991). However, in using the
concepts racialization and aporophobia (meaning, as we apply it: rejection or stigmatization
of the poor) rather than possible alternatives such as simply talking of “race/ethnicity”,
“poverty”, or “social class”, we intend to place emphasis on how people are categorized
and assigned socially constructed categories (being racialized, or labeled as “undeserving
poor”) rather than what they objectively “are”, which is a precondition for discrimination
to occur and not only disadvantage. Thus, the labeling itself and its consequences are what
primarily interest us.

First, we understand racialization as the differentiation between people based on
“racial” characteristics, most typically skin color, but also, for instance, appearance, clothes
or other items that contribute to a person being identified as a member of a certain ethnic,
cultural or religious minority that is framed as “different” (often with negative connotations)
in relation to the (white, western) majority society (Gans 2017; Burgett and Hendler 2014;
Dalal 2002). Omi and Winant ([1986] 2015, p. 111) in turn define racialization as “the
extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice,
or group”. Racialization then becomes a way to understand racial meanings both at the
micro and macro level. Following Small (1994, p. 30), “race relations are linked with
economic, employment, politics and demography issues, as well as nationality, language
and religion”. This author points out two main axes of a racialization theory, involving
power and social stratification. Firstly, he highlights the differential power relations among
those defining race and those who are defined. Secondly, he stresses the need to look at the
intersection of racialized relations at the economic, political and social levels (Small 1994).

How such differentiations are made has tangible consequences for the treatment and
opportunities of the affected individuals. There are numerous studies confirming the
discrimination that immigrants and racialized minorities suffer in European societies, and
the severe consequences it has for them in terms of damaged material and psychologi-
cal wellbeing (e.g., Zick et al. 2008; Crul and Schneider 2009; Safi 2010; Bobowik et al.
2014; ENAR Report 2013–2017). Moreover, though there are several reports on the serious
increase in racist hate crimes, hate speech and other overtly aggressive manifestations
of xenophobia across Europe (Cortés Gómez and End 2019; 2020a; FRA 2019a, 2019b),
racialization and the discrimination it results in are most often manifested as subtle forms
of rejection that can hardly be proved. Not seldom, even the person affected by it cannot
be fully certain that he or she has actually not been selected for a job position or a rental
contract because of his or her ethno-racial features. However, when individual incidents
of rejection are repeated, across the life course and among large numbers of people with
similar characteristics, at some point these incidents turn into patterns of exclusion. In
Lamont and Molnár’s (2002, p. 138) words, they become social boundaries; “objectified
forms of social differences manifested in unequal access to and unequal distribution of
resources (material and nonmaterial) and social opportunities”. Precisely the relation-
ship between racialization and such unequal access to and distribution of resources is
fundamental for our argumentation, in which we focus on racial categories and poverty as
mutually reinforcing elements rather than debating “which one trumps the other” (Balibar
and Wallerstein 1991; Cortina Orts 2017; Warmington 2020).

Second, the concept of aporophobia, conceived by the Spanish philosopher Adela
Cortina Orts (2017) by merging the two ancient Greek words áporos (indigent, poor) and
fobia, has not yet become “mainstreamed” or accepted at a general level in academia,
though there has been at least one early, tentative attempt to start constructing a full
theory of aporophobia (see Comim et al. 2020). Thus, this is still work in progress, to
which we aim to contribute. We find that the term aporophobia is particularly useful, and
significantly different from concepts such as “social class” or “poverty” in that it specifically
addresses stigmatization/discrimination of the poor, not the poverty itself or the social
exclusion it generates, as is the case for much of the literature on class (Warmington 2020).
In addition, we understand the relationship between actual poverty and aporophobia
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as complementary and mutually reinforcing: the first refers to actual deprivation, the
other to the contempt that this (real or assumed) socio-economic vulnerability causes. As
Comim et al. (2020) accurately point out, aporophobia is a concept that focuses on what
others—that is, the established, non-poor classes6—think of poor people. It may thereby
serve to problematize the stereotyping, and blaming, of the poor rather than focusing on
the poor themselves as “the problem”. This represents a relational and potentially more
controversial, conflict-focused approach to social exclusion, which we find particularly
useful for our focus on discrimination.

Third, we shift focus from each of these concepts defined separately to the intersection
between them. Starting by again turning to Cortina, at the core of her defense for the
concept of aporophobia lies the belief that the rejection of poor people overshadows other
forms of stigmatization, such as racism/xenophobia, and that racialized others therefore
are only stigmatized in case they are also poor (Cortina Orts 2017). Similar to this line of
argumentation, Balibar and Wallerstein (1991) argue that class is more relevant for who
is labeled as an “immigrant” than race or ethnicity. Indeed, we recognize the importance
of the wealth/poverty binary and the stigmatization of all poor people, racialized or not.
However, where Balibar and Wallerstein, just as Cortina, make the case that a wealthy
individual, though visibly different in racial terms, will be fully accepted because of
his or her class or wealth, we shall instead argue, based on our empirical studies, that
racialization as a mechanism of exclusion operates alone as well as in intersection with
aporophobia. To use a concrete example, a black business man or football star may also be,
and too often is, subject to racist insults, to institutional discrimination or other forms of
mistreatment based on racialization. In practice, moreover, the boundaries between the
concepts are often blurred and mutually reinforcing. Gans (2017), as well as a declaration
of the UN’s International Organization for Migration (IOM Website 2020), provide useful
examples of how discrimination based on racialization accentuates and perpetuates poverty,
since racialized individuals are often denied access to the means that could improve their
situation, such as quality employment. In such cases, to put it simply: it is rather a matter
of people staying poor because they are racialized, than of being racialized because they
are poor others.

We argue that racialization and aporophobia are two central categories of disadvantage
and discrimination by themselves, and are also intimately intertwined in the specific forms
of discrimination that affect non-white migrants and Roma people. Additionally, which
is important, both racialization and aporophobia are concepts that focus on what the
(white, non-poor) majority thinks of others and how they are constructed as fundamentally
different, with stigmatizing consequences.

4. The Ethnographic Data Material

This article is based on extensive qualitative fieldwork about racialized people’s
perceptions on discrimination and belonging, conducted within the frameworks of several
research projects in Spain, mostly in the autonomous region of Catalonia with emphasis
on the city of Barcelona, between 2004 and 2021 (see footnotes 1 and 3). The literal
transcripts from altogether 185 interviews with migrants (both with regular and irregular
legal status) from North and sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, Asia, the Middle East,
and Eastern Europe, Spanish-born descendants of immigrants, and Roma men and women
were used. These different research projects all had their own principal foci, including
the life conditions of undocumented migrants, migrant claims-making, precarious work,
self-perceptions on integration, school inclusion, and discrimination. However, there were
also important similarities between them, justifying their inclusion in the present analysis.
In all the projects, an inductive approach was applied. Semi-structured or unstructured
interviews were conducted, in which the respondents were encouraged to talk openly
about their experiences of racism, discrimination, exclusion, and disadvantage. For all
of the respondents that are included in this article, such experiences had a significant
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influence on their sense of belonging and identification with society as a whole, as well as
their wellbeing in general.

The transcripts had already been analyzed and coded with the data analysis software
Dedoose (Los Angeles, CA, USA: SocioCultural Research Consultants) in relation to the
research projects that they correspond to, and were now recoded for the purpose of
this article. Specifically, we traced the experiences of being exposed to racism/ethnic
discrimination and to stigmatization based on being, or being assumed to be, poor, applying
the two main codes of “racialization” and “aporophobia”. For the racialization code, we
found that experiences of othering and discrimination based on being labeled as “non-
white” appeared as a determinant for the respondents’ life quality and sense of belonging
throughout the interviews, despite their differences in terms of origin, migrant trajectories,
socio-economic situations, different contexts, and at different times. For the aporophobia
code, we found that there was a central difference between those respondents who lived
in actual situations of poverty and precariousness, and those who were rather subject to
classist prejudice and derogatory treatment for being assumed to be poor, marginalized,
“problematic”, or even criminal, based on factors such physical appearance, neighborhood
of residence, or race/ethnicity, thus revealing how intimately intertwined the concepts of
racialization and aporophobia are in the experiences of these persons.

5. Migrant and Roma Experiences of Exclusion and Disadvantage

In this section, we will describe the results of the empirical analysis. We have already
discussed how the class dimension often intersects with ethno-racial differentiation, and it
may indeed be hard, if even possible, to distinguish between these grounds for discrimina-
tory treatment, exclusion or disadvantage (Hellgren 2019). For the analytical purposes of
this section, to the extent we considered this reasonable, we aimed to apply the conceptual
distinction used during the coding between experiences of racialization, on the one hand,
and of aporophobia, or class-related stigmatization, on the other, while also illustrating
how numerous lived experiences of discrimination precisely reflect their intersection.

5.1. Self-Perceived Racialization among Roma People and Migrants

As stated above, it may be difficult for somebody belonging to several categories
of discrimination7, for instance, a female migrant domestic worker from the Dominican
Republic, to determine whether she is being discriminated against for being poor, for being
a woman, or for being racialized, which is why an intersectional perspective is fundamental
in discrimination research overall (e.g., Seng 2012; Viruell-Fuentes et al. 2012; Young 2009).
In this article, we apply an intersectional approach by also analytically separating these
concepts, in order to shed light on “what is what” and better understand their feedback.

Indeed, discrimination is often expressed as subtle forms of rejection, which sometimes
makes it difficult even for the person affected by it to feel sure of what actually happened.
Not being chosen for a job or a rental contract, or yet more subtle, constantly perceiving that
public servants, hospital staff or the teacher at the children’s school act annoyed, disliking
or derogatively, are common experiences among the racialized people we interviewed, but
can hardly ever be contested due precisely to their subtleness.

In this section, we focus on the many subtle and overt experiences of racism and
discrimination that are perceived as solely or primarily based on ethno-racial differentiation,
regardless of the person’s socio-economic level. Most typically, this kind of discrimination
is related to skin color, which is reflected through many of the interviews and is particularly
tangible in the black respondents’ narratives.

“I have a high level of Spanish and Catalan [level C diplomas], and native English
and French, and I took a course to become a flight attendant. At the end there
was a test, those who approved were sent to an interview at a large airline. I was
the only black person there but I didn’t think it mattered. But then . . . none of the
others spoke foreign languages and I scored third on the test, but out of 13 people,
12 were hired, everyone except me. They told me outright that ‘at this airline we
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are not used to working with colored people, you should move to London, or
France, they are more used to immigration there’. I told him how unfair it was, I
scored higher than most and speak more languages, and I’m the one who should
have to move abroad to find work?” Male migrant from Cameroon, 2015.

Additionally, among people who are not black, but considered “darker than average”
(or non-white), skin and hair color, or characteristic features recognized as indicators of a
certain ethnic origin, are mentioned as common grounds for being treated as less, among,
for instance, North African and Latin American migrants, and Roma people.

“Being as dark as I am, they either discriminate me for being gypsy or because
they think I am a ‘Moor’ [moro], it doesn’t really make a difference”. Roma
man, 2017.

“My daughter is born here, but they will always look at her and say, ‘that’s the
Moor’s daughter’. Because I know children of Moroccans, born here, speaking
perfect Catalan, but they are always called the ‘Moors’. And look at France,
Holland, Germany ... they have 4 generations of immigrants but it’s still the
same. Nothing changes, we will always be immigrants for them, always”. Female
migrant from Morocco, 2015.

However, just as Silverstein (2005), we understand racialization as broader than limited
to the most typical, visual markers of “race”. Being racialized and discriminated against
based on a visible difference that is valued negatively by the native majority society is also
a common experience among migrants and Roma who could pass for white (Piper 1996).
Such markers of difference may be, for instance, religious clothing and attributes, Roma
women’s way of dressing, which often attracts attention in Spain, or ways of speaking and
acting that are otherized.

“I started wearing the hijab during my second year at the university, I was a
more religious person then. I studied a lot about Islam and decided to use the
headscarf. And at first I felt very happy, but then I started feeling bad about how
people stared at me in the streets, and always having to explain to everyone why
I wore the hijab, that I decided myself and was not oppressed ... after a year, I
decided to take it off. It’s only when I wear the hijab that people notice that I’m
not from here”. Spanish woman of Moroccan origin, 2014.

For many of the respondents, there is a clear link between being racialized and not
having the same opportunities as other, whiter migrants or ethnic majority citizens. Some
express a critical consciousness of such injustice, which they attribute to discrimination,
though most of them rather take this situation for granted and doubt that it will change
for the better.

“Very few Latin Americans or people from Black Africa, or Asia, have become
included in politics, or in the security forces . . . it is very difficult to find black
or Latin politicians in the governments or city councils. This is a covered-up
disintegration, we can say that ok, there are migrants here, they integrate, but as
third-degree citizens. In other parts of Europe you can see black police officers or
members of parliament, that is very rare here”. Male migrant from Peru, 2015.

“One of my daughters is blond, blue-eyed, she looks German. If she doesn’t dress
up like a gypsy you know, with all the jewelry and stuff, nobody thinks that she
is one. But my other daughter is so dark, she looks Pakistani ... it will be much
more difficult for her, for sure”. Roma woman, 2018.

Moreover, there is further one category of racialization that proved relevant for our
findings, and that serves to illustrate how the boundaries between racialization and “aporo-
phobia” become blurred. People who are not visibly different from the native majority or
from other “high-status groups” (such as Eastern European migrants resembling western
expats in Spain) still had several experiences of racialization that were closely related to
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prejudices about their (poor) countries of origin, and other people’s ideas of themselves
as being needy, desperate and in a socio-economically subordinate position, sometimes
bringing about contempt. In these cases, it was the origin rather than general class-related
markers that created rejection—just saying where one comes from would often be enough
to receive a negative reaction.

5.2. Self-Perceptions on Aporophobia

In this section, we will illustrate some of the experiences of our respondents that are
related to their perceptions on being subject to classist stigmatization, that is, aporophobia.
In many cases, these experiences do not have to be different from those of poor or “un-
derclass” white people from the ethnic majority population; it is when they intersect with
the experiences of racialization as described above that disadvantage is further accentu-
ated. It is important to note that though many people of migrant or Roma origin in Spain
indeed live in situations of economic scarcity, or even, and in the wake of the COVID-19
crisis increasingly, acute precariousness, the “aporophobic stigmatization” that people in
these categories are often subject to is not necessarily grounded in actual poverty. To this
categorization, we therefore add the stigmatization of people perceived as “underclass”;
for instance, people who dress and act according to suburban ghettoish aesthetics, which,
in combination with being “dark”, non-white, easily generates a specific form of “low-
life” label. The “ghetto underclass” label—in itself encompassing both racialization and
aporophobia—is, in turn, closely related to the Roma and migrant respondents’ frequent
experiences of criminalization, such as being stopped and questioned by the police or
security staff on a regular basis, based on how they look and where they live and/or move:

“When I travel by car, if we are 3 or 4 gypsies in the car, the police always stop us,
always. They ask “where are you going, what are you doing?” And if I ask why
they only stop us and let all the other cars just pass by, they say “man, 4 gypsies
in a car, where are you going, how could we not stop you?” Roma man, 2021.

“The police always stopped me when I was younger, I mean, being Moroccan,
and living in a shanty neighborhood . . . that made me want to prove them
wrong, I wanted to become a police officer myself”. Spanish man of Moroccan
origin, 2020.

“The security guard always walks up close behind me when I enter a supermarket,
it is so humiliating and awkward. The other day one guard asked me to open my
jacket, just like that, saying “I’m sure you’re robbing, all you gypsy women come
here to steal”. Roma woman, 2020.

The relationship between the concepts becomes yet more tangible when we compare
the experiences of African-origin respondents with different socio-economic statuses. The
first respondent quoted below is a black female migrant working as a waitress in Barcelona,
while the second one is a young black woman of African descent who grew up in a
comparably wealthy, Barcelona-based family, went to an international school and is fluent
in several languages. She has largely perceived that her Africanity is treated as something
exotic, sometimes stereotypical, but she has, in her own words, not felt very discriminated
against in negative ways, and attributes this to her high social status. The quotes serve to
illustrate how racialization strikes differently depending on whether it is combined with
aporophobia or not:

“It’s like you have to apologize for existing all the time. Everybody thinks that
we are poor and will rob them. People here take a deep bow when they meet
someone rich, they feel so small, but rich people are very scared. And at the same
time they don’t even think we have the right to look them in the eyes”. Female
migrant from Cameroon, 2015.

“People always liked to touch my hair and so [ . . . ] But this [discrimination] is
simply an economic question. If I were in a position in which I was forced to
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become a prostitute and walk Las Ramblas at night, people would surely treat me
differently”. Spanish woman of Congolese origin, 2015.

The intersections between racialization and aporophobia (and, indeed, gender) are
perhaps most explicitly expressed in the situations of many female migrant domestic
workers in Spain, who represent a significant share of our sample8. In a context of financial
crisis and tough competition also over the most precarious jobs, ethno-racial hierarchies are
accentuated. Several of the migrant domestic worker respondents with the most explicit
experiences of racialization and racism, many of whom are Latin American women from
countries such as Bolivia, Honduras and Ecuador, with an appearance that is perceived as
“indigenous”, explain that they are constantly rejected or treated without respect based on
the perception of them as poor, uncultured, “savage” and incompatible with “European
manners”. Again, racialization and aporophobia intersect in the negative stereotyping of
certain nationalities and countries of origin.

“The lady I used to work for told me all kinds of things, that I didn’t know how
things should be done, that I couldn’t speak properly, things about my country
... I wanted to say look, we have television there too, we live in houses, not
small apartments like here, you are the ones who are poor”. Female Bolivian
migrant/domestic worker, 2014.

“To be honest it is very difficult for me to find a job. The families look at you,
and according to their prototypes and preferences, they don’t like someone like
me. They tell me “cut your hair like this, style yourself like that”. There is much
everyday racism, and prejudice against my country, I have not felt very valued in
Spain I must say”. Female Bolivian migrant/domestic worker, 2013.

The interviews with workers in the domestic sector reflect that native workers are
preferred over migrants if available, and that ethnic hierarchies operate by also stratifying
among migrants, favoring those perceived as whiter and “more western” over the more
racialized workers (Hellgren and Serrano 2019). However, as the next quote shows, the
exploitation that affects workers who are completely dependent on their wages and whose
bargaining power is extremely low may be “colourblind” and strike migrants and natives
equally:

“I was working in a textile factory in Gavà [outside of Barcelona], the owners
were Spanish but they refused to fix the papers for us. They locked us up inside
the factories like the Chinese do, we could not exit between 8 in the morning
and 7 pm, we only had a 15 minutes break during all that time. Lots of people
worked there, Spaniards too at first, but they couldn’t stand it. We were treated
like garbage”. Female Romanian migrant, 2014.

Nevertheless, in these cases, the origin usually places the migrant worker in a more
vulnerable position with fewer exit options compared to poor natives.

The different narratives on discrimination and disadvantage that we shared in this
section reflect different dimensions of how racialization and aporophobia, alone or in
intersection, operate to otherize people, denying them the right to form part of the “main-
stream citizenry”, the collective “us”. A common consequence of repeatedly being treated
in ways as those described above is what several of the respondents define in terms of
a normalization or interiorization of discrimination, so that those affected by it take for
granted that they will continue to suffer from it, an experience that may even be passed on
from one generation to the next:

“We know since we’re children that as Roma we are always discriminated against.
There has always been persecution. This is something that we transmit from
parents to children. If I go somewhere to look for a job and I’m discriminated for
being a gypsy . . . oh. That is just what I expected, because it happened to my
father, to my grandfather and to my great grandfather. We are used to it”. Roma
man, 2020.
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Perhaps the narratives of those who constantly avoid places and situations where
they, based on previous experiences, consider it likely to suffer discrimination are the ones
that most explicitly make clear how stigmatization based on racialization and aporophobia
harms social mobility and contributes to perpetuate exclusion and disadvantage through
the reproduction of a differentiated citizenship.

6. Concluding Discussion

This article has intended to fill a gap in the literature on (super)diversity, discrimi-
nation and racism by including migrants and racialized citizens (the Roma) in the same
conceptual framework, and adding the concept of aporophobia to the analysis of the
stigmatization of racialized others. We have applied an intersectional approach in order
to provide an empirically grounded contribution to develop the underexplored relations
between racialization and aporophobia, complementary to the vast scholarship on race and
class. This intersectional analysis shows that there is a class-related dimension of racializa-
tion that cannot be neglected in discrimination debates, and also that the stigmatization
of migrants and racialized national minority groups, such as the Spanish Roma, cannot
be reduced to mere “aporophobia”. Our ethnographic data lend support to our initial
assumption that non-western migrants’ and Roma people’s experiences of racism, discrim-
ination, exclusion, and disadvantage based on racialization and aporophobia are similar
in several ways. We found that these experiences were salient in the narratives of both
non-western migrant and Roma respondents who form part of a “racialized underclass”,
which is reinforced by factors such as living in a marginalized housing area with a “ghetto
label” (as has earlier been underlined for the Roma in the Italian case by Claps and Vitale
2011; and in the French case by Vacca et al. 2021), and reversely, alleviated when there
is the absence of poverty and “underclass markers”. Analyzing the narratives of middle
class non-white respondents, however, also lent further support to our assumption that
racialization also generates discrimination when it does not intersect with aporophobia.
This is indeed hardly remarkable; it basically just suggests that “racism exists” as a cate-
gory in itself (Warmington 2020). In turn, the “double stigmatization” that many of our
respondents were subject to brings about a double disadvantage that is mutually reinforc-
ing: real precariousness and prejudices related both to (assumed) ethno-racial identities
and (assumed) poverty. In practical situations, this stigmatization often translates into
derogative treatment related to both racialization (racist insults, rejection based on physical
appearance and/or assumptions about cultural or religious traits, etc.) and aporophobia
(insults related to assumed welfare dependence, assumed unwillingness to work, labels
such as “low-level/problematic/ghetto people”, etc.).

Before concluding this discussion, we wish to say a few words about the relevance of
applying a framework of superdiversity to our work. In his seminal theorization around
the concept of superdiversity, Vertovec underlines that this new demographic reality is the
result of a complex interplay of factors related to newcomers, including country of origin,
ethnicity, languages, religious traditions, migration channels, legal status (the access to
rights), migrants’ human capital, access to employment, locality, transnationalism, and re-
sponses by local authorities, service providers and local residents (Vertovec 2007, p. 1049).
Including both Roma people and non-western migrants in our analysis implies moving
from a framework of superdiversity that mainly focuses on migrants to a broader one,
including the racialized citizens of a country. This allows us to displace the focus of super-
diversity from inner-group features to the exogenous othering processes. We consider our
analysis as complementary to Vertovec’s understanding of superdiversity, in showing that
racialization and othering processes may affect both newcomers and racialized national mi-
nority groups, following very similar dynamics and producing similar outcomes. Moreover,
our analysis underlines that when these racialization processes pair up with aporophobia,
reflecting either severe poverty and real marginalization or “just” the prejudice that racial-
ized people are also poor, disadvantage is accentuated. In this sense, racialized citizens
such as the Roma people indeed have more in common with non-western migrants than
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with non-racialized members of the mainstream society—though it is important to bear in
mind that class draws sharp lines that also significantly determine the life conditions and
opportunities among white natives.
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Notes
1 We have directed two recent research-action projects on Roma inclusion and struggles against anti-gypsyism:

AGREP (Action program for effective reporting of anti-gypsyism and discrimination), co-funded by the Rights,
Equality and Citizenship (REC) Programme of the European Union under Grant Agreement number 881875; and
VAKERIPEN (Roma inclusion in education: fostering constructive attitudes and good practices in the Barcelona
area), co-funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC) Programme of the European Union under Grant
Agreement JUST/2015/RDIS/AG/DISC/9372. This article is partly based on data from both these projects. It should
be noted that though more than half of the respondents are women, the gender dimension is not included in the
analysis for the reason that it was not as salient as a category of self-perceived discrimination and exclusion in the
interviews (which focused on the relationship between the (racialized) respondents and the ethnic majority society)
as race and class.

2 It should be noted that though more than half of the respondents are women, the gender dimension is not included
in the analysis for the reason that it was not as salient as a category of self-perceived discrimination and exclusion
in the interviews (which focused on the relationship between the (racialized) respondents and the ethnic majority
society) as race and class.

3 Including, besides the two projects already mentioned in footnote 1, the following research projects involving one
or both of the authors: REPCAT (The Role of the Ethnic Majority in Integration Processes: Attitudes and Practices
towards Immigrants in Catalan Institutions). Funded by a Marie Skłodowska-Curie Individual Fellowship under
Grant Agreement: 747075—REPCAT—H2020-MSCA-IF-2016/H2020-MSCA-IF-2016. 2018–2020. PI: Zenia Hellgren;
DIASPORA LINK: Transnational Diaspora Entrepreneurship as a Development Link between Home and Residence
Countries. Funded by the European Commission, H2020 Marie Curie Actions RISE; IMMIGRANTS’ PERCEPTIONS
ON INTEGRATION IN TWO INSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORKS, SWEDEN AND SPAIN. Funded by a postdoctoral
grant from the research foundation ahlstromska.se/Stockholm University. PI: Zenia Hellgren; FAMILIES AND
SOCIETIES. Funded by the European Union’s Seventh Framework Programme). WP9.8: Migration and Care (on the
labor conditions and life situations of migrant domestic workers) in Madrid, Barcelona and Stockholm.

4 The Spanish or Catalan word for “gypsy” is widely used and accepted by Spanish Roma people and is also the
term generally applied in, for instance, policy programs and other official documents about the Roma population
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(e.g., Pla Integral del Poble Gitano 2017–2020); however, depending on how it is used, it can also have derogative
connotations.

5 Own elaboration based on data of INE (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica), Main series of population data, Continuous
register (Padron Municipal) and Observatorio Permanente de la Inmigración (OPI), Main series.

6 Indeed, the dichotomy of “majority vs. minority” that is often used in diversity studies can also be applied to studies
on the relations between poor and “non-poor”.

7 For instance, the European Union’s anti-discrimination directives apply an extensive list of such categories in
declaring that discrimination on the grounds of “sex, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, genetic features, language,
religion or belief, political or any other opinion, membership of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age or
sexual orientation shall be prohibited” (European Commission Key Note Speech 2020).

8 The transcripts from 60 interviews with migrant domestic workers in Madrid and Barcelona, from the EU funded
project Families and Societies (see footnote 3), were used for this article.
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Abstract: Young Spanish Black people born to migrant parents continue to be either invisible or
problematized in public discourses, which project a monocultural and phenotypically homogeneous
Europe. Research in countries with a long immigration history has shown that in the process
of othering minorities, gender ideologies emerge as ethnic boundaries and feed the paternalistic
treatment of women while accusing their families and communities of harming them through
atavistic traditions. However, little research has focused on girls’ and young women from West
African immigration and Muslim tradition in Spain, a country where they represent the first “second
generation”. In order to gain a deeper insight into their processes and views, this paper describes and
analyses the educational trajectories and transitions to adult life of a group of young women with
these backgrounds who participated in a multilevel and narrative ethnography developed in the
framework of a longitudinal and comparative project on the risk of Early Leaving of Education and
Training in Europe (ELET). In the light of the conceptual contributions of the politics of belonging and
intersectionality, the responsibilities regarding the conditions for gaining independence are relocated
while assessing the role of the school in the processes of social mobility and the development of
egalitarian aspirations in the labor market and in the family environment. The findings show how
the limits encountered by these young women in their trajectories to an independent adult life are
mainly produced by processes of racialization conditioned by class and gender, ironically in key
spaces of social inclusion such as schools and the labor market rather than, or mainly by, an ethnic
community that subjugates them.

Keywords: politics of belonging; narratives; black youth; gender ideologies; Spain

1. Introduction

While Europe was becoming a destination for many people undertaking an international
migration project, the integration of immigrants and their descendants was emerging as a
major political issue. This is reflected in the fact that integration policies and specific references
to this population as vulnerable or at risk, occupy a central role in the European Commission’s
Europe 2020 strategy (European Commission 2010). However, this interest in managing
diversity, especially ethnic and religious diversity, is explained by the discourse of the clash of
civilizations and the politics of fear (Huntington 2000; Roth 2016), in view of the consideration
that the multicultural project has failed or is incompatible with the European liberal tradition.
This process has consolidated an imaginary of allegedly common values in which minorities,
including their children born in Europe, and especially Muslims, have a problematic place.
Not only has global Islamophobia increased (Morgan and Poynting 2016), but the formation of
a joint grammar on citizenship, built on different models of integration and colonial pasts, has
demonized certain citizens who have been considered a threat to the “common achievements”
of European democracy (Kymlicka 2010; Modood et al. 2006). This includes the clearly racist
and xenophobic positions of populist and far right movements, and progressive ones, which
fear seeing some of their pillars threatened, such as gender equality and sexual freedom
(Yılmaz 2012). Thus, gender ideology takes on a key role as a cultural marker turned into
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an ethnic border (Barth [1969] 1998; Alba 2005) and emerges in the hegemonic narratives
of belonging that distinguish the “us” from the “others” in Europe and alter minorities
(Yılmaz 2015).

Like the other southern European countries, Spain later joined the debates on citizen-
ship and social cohesion, which began with the processes of family reunification led by
Africans in the 1990s. The “migratory boom” in Spain and its role as a southern border,
together with the onset of the world economic crisis and austerity policies have placed
social inequality in Spain at the highest levels in the EU-27 with the greatest impact on
migrant population (Parella 2016). The first generation of children of this migration flow
has reached adulthood and it is necessary to assess the conditions they have encountered
in their trajectories while coming of age. It is essential to consider that they have grown
to a context characterized by the dualization of the labor market, youth unemployment
and structural precariousness (Feixa et al. 2017) together with the weakening of social
policies, previously underdeveloped and family-dependent, with weak policies to combat
social inequality (Serracant 2013). Moreover, the children of immigrants from West Africa,
a new1 young generation of Black Spaniards, are generally invisible or represented in
a problematic way through a discourse of paternalistic subalternity, especially women,
including those born in Spain. They emerge into the public sphere when the limits between
cultural diversity and fundamental rights are addressed, in issues such as female genital
mutilation or arranged and/or polygyny marriage, from perspectives that criminalize their
community (Narciso and Carrasco 2017).

However, Spanish research, prolific in works on the high academic disadvantage2

of the children of immigrant families since they first arrived in schools at the turn of
the century, with few exceptions, has not analyzed the social processes that affect young
people from these origins (Narciso 2010). Although according to data from the Institute
for National Statistics (INE) they represent 6% of the foreigners in this region, there is
a population hidden in the data due to the processes of nationalization, and they have
maintained their presence over three decades, going from initial male migration patterns
to family ones, with a first “second generation” who have spent their entire school career
in Catalonia and who face specific experiences of racial discrimination in school, the labor
market and public space (Vives and Sité 2010).

This article aims to contribute to filling this gap and explores the academic and
emancipation trajectories of young people born in Spain to immigrants of Gambian and
Senegalese origin, specifically focusing on young women, and gauge their impact on the
ties of belonging and the processes of collective identification, reflecting on the effect of their
experiences of racism and sexism. Firstly, the educational paths followed are described.
Secondly, it analyses how the social positions they occupy in relation to the hegemonic
discourses and politics of belonging have affected their daily lives, detailing the processes of
racialization experienced in the school. Finally, their processes of identity negotiation with
the previous generation and their gender values and ideologies are examined. Both contrast
with the social representations that project a retrograde community and young women
subjected to tradition. Instead, the agency of these young women emerges to confront both
the patriarchal forms of power produced in the community in the transnational context
and the racialization experienced in the spaces of contact with the majority population.

Intersectionality, Citizenship and Belonging

The relevance of migration and youth studies derives from their privileged position
in the political agenda on integration and social cohesion. This has meant that research on
the children of immigrants often focuses on questions of identity and belonging based on

1 Previous population flows from Equatorial Guinea are distinguished by a stronger link to colonial relations and by political and educational
migration and, to a lesser extent, labor migration (Aixelà 2012). The population of black slave descent, not estimated due to the lack of an official
census, should be added.

2 Spain has the highest gap in early school leaving and other educational indicators between native students and the children of immigrants in the
European Union (Carrasco et al. 2018).
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the ethnic border (Anthias 2009; Yuval-Davis et al. 2006). Critical intersectional theory has
questioned this approach by overstating a single aspect of collective identification, as well
as the methodological dangers involved in it.

Most definitions understand intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989) as an epistemology
centered on narratives about the processes of subjectivity of the gendered, racialized,
classed, sexualized and colonized “others”, including religious identity among other
categories of difference, and make visible how hegemonic forms of power constitute and
impact on everyday life experiences, while responding to them (Brah and Phoenix 2004;
Mirza 2008; Phoenix and Pattynama 2006). These processes are changing and interrelated
with the historical and geographical context, the process of “being and becoming” (Mirza
2008) or the analysis of “lived life” (Mirza 2013). In each case, it is necessary to identify the
lines along which differences are created that become relevant to the particular experience
and although they are intertwined, they cannot be treated in the same way (Lombardo and
Verloo 2010) or reduced to each other (Yuval-Davis 2006). They are not additions, as in the
additive models of Marxist feminism, but each division is constitutive in intersection with
another, so that “social class is always gendered and racialised, gender is always classed
and racialised, and so on” (Anthias 2009, p. 10)

How can this epistemology contribute to the study of the processes of social incor-
poration experienced by the children of immigrants in Europe? The contributions of the
British intersectional perspective, and specifically the concepts of Floya Anthias and Nira
Yuval–Davis about the processes of collective identification, citizenship and belonging can
help to operationalize the analysis. Anthias (2002, 2009), argued that the study of collective
identification processes had overemphasized ethnic issues, even though people do not
make links solely in these terms, but through other social relations and categories such as
gender, age or life cycle, social class, political beliefs and values, among others.

According to this author, the concept of identity questions “too much and too little”
by asking subjects to explain coherently who they are and what and who they identify
with, while forgetting aspects of structure and context. The notion of multiple identi-
ties reproduces this problem. To overcome this approach, she proposed the concept of
“translocational positionality” (Anthias 2002, 2009) as a methodological tool.

Narratives about location and positionality are more useful for analyzing the processes
and results of collective identification than a concept of unitary identity that reduces
difference and inequality to individual characteristics. Paying attention to the location and
not to the group helps to contextualize the system of social stratification and the forms
of inclusion and exclusion, even if they are not conscious elements or do not produce an
identity. Focusing on “positionality” combines an element of social position resulting from
intersection (outcome) and positioning through a set of practices, actions and meanings
(process), that is, both the impact of the social structure and the individual agency. The term
translocated suggests the concept of diasporic identity as a hybridization and reflects the
complexity of the positionality of subjects in the interaction of locations and dislocations
of gender, ethnicity, nationality, belonging, class and racialization. This concept allows to
privilege the formation of specific categories (e.g., gender or class) at a conjunctural and
non-essentialist or a priori level.

Yuval-Davis (2006) insisted on the need to distinguish between belonging and politics
of belonging, defining the different analytical levels of each concept. Through the analysis
of the British context, this author shows how discourses on belonging tend to be constructed
with respect to specific projects which select only a few levels to support their arguments.
In particular, in Yuval–Davis’ work, belonging is defined as an emotional bond that can
be multiple and vary over time. An act of self-identification or identification by others,
elaborated in a dynamic process. It includes both identifications and emotional ties as
well as social positions and ethical systems and political values that judge membership.
Emotional constructions of individual and collective identities and attachments, or the
desire for them, work to project a future path, but this belonging to a group implies
a location in the power axes of society. Include both the way in which these locations
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and identifications are judged and valued, and the attitudes and ideology upon which
categories and boundaries are drawn, in a more permeable or exclusive way.

Instead, politics of belonging are ethical and ideological contestations to maintain and
reproduce the boundaries that define the community of belonging by hegemonic powers or
other agents. Social positions and narratives on identity are usually presented as elements
of emotional bonding, in an essentialist and racialized way, hiding the role of the axes of
power and privilege. On the contrary, referring only to social positions would also forget
the importance of the elements of emotional bonding and hide the fact that constructions
about one’s identity, as Fanon (1952) showed in his classical work, have sometimes been
generated in processes of forced internalization.

According to the same author, it is relevant to differentiate two levels in the politics of
belonging: Citizenship and rights and status, which are not always correlated. Although
in the global world the lives of individuals are constituted with rights and obligations in
the local, ethnic, religious, national, regional, transnational and international context, in a
simultaneous and interconnected way, citizenship continues to be understood closely, as
the relationships of rights and obligations that individuals and/or communities establish
with the nation-state.

However, formal citizenship does not imply actually belonging to the nation-state
community for those constructed as others (whether ethnic, racial or national others),
(Yuval-Davis 2007). In different projects of belonging, the characteristics that define it can
become requirements, ranging from social positions (origin, place of birth or ethnic group),
those that are less permeable and more racialized, to cultural aspects such as language or
religion, accessible by assimilation, or apparently permeable borders, such as values such
as democracy or human rights. These three levels can overlap in specific cases and are often
presented in a more open way than they really imply. An example is the migration and
membership policy of the British context of liberal multiculturalism and social cohesion,
analyzed by Yuval-Davis et al. (2006), in which the defense of civic and democratic values
is not only a marker of identity but also an argument for defending the “civilising mission”
carried out by the United Kingdom and the USA and extended to other European countries,
including Spain. This apparently progressive policy, in contrast to the discourses of the
right-wing or the assimilationist perspective, understands integration in a unidirectional
way on the part of migrants and holds them responsible for the lack of social cohesion,
resulting in equal exclusion.

This theoretical framework will allow, in the following sections, to complicate the
debate from ethnic identifications and borders to the impact of social positions and agency,
in a contextualized way.

2. Method

This paper is based on a multilevel (Ogbu 1981) and narrative (Ellis 2004) ethnography,
focusing on the life and academic trajectories and experiences of a group of young people,
children of immigrants from West Africa, in processes towards adulthood. Fieldwork was
carried out in the region of Barcelona where their presence is over-represented (according
to data from the local census, in 2016, these nationalities represented 20.8% of the foreign
population, over the average in Catalonia). The author has prior personal and professional
experience of collaboration with the Black African organizations and families of the area
who had expressed concerns about their children’s risk of exclusion in the Catalan society.
As an outsider, adult woman, the researcher displayed several strategies to ensure ethic
relations with the subjects, trying to enhance common positions and experiences with
the young women, for example, motherhood or schooling. The research has focused on
two groups of young people at different stages of transition to adult independent life,
young-adolescents and young-adults, selected through a snowball strategy.

This article uses part of the biographical reconstructions elaborated with a counter-
narrative objective (Solórzano and Yosso 2002), through various interviews carried out
over three years in the group of young adult woman (17–24 years old), from eight families
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belonging to the flow of ethnic communities (Jabardo 2006), This approach has been
complemented by the analysis of their public profiles on social networks and interviews
with some of the parents, as well as participant observation in family and community
events and interviews with different members of Black African associations.

The data analysis has been carried out with the qualitative analysis software Nvivo.
All the material has been transcribed, coded in two phases, first thematically and second,
compared through the program visual tools, case classifications and matrix analysis. Special
importance was given to the emotional climate that emerged in the interviews themselves
and the stories constructed by the young women (Mattingly and Lawlor 2000).

The recurrent typological variety identified in the fieldwork is illustrated in Table 1
and in the text through the analysis of the narratives of six girls born in Catalonia, Spain,
to Gambian and Senegalese parents, all of them naturalized, and belonging to working
class families in low skill jobs in the destination country. All of them define themselves as
Muslims, none of them wear a veil, all dress in the Western style and usually speak Spanish
with their peers, even though they are competent in Catalan mostly through schooling and
despite the fact that their parents insist on maintaining the family language.

Table 1. Main socio-demographic data.

Age * Ethnic
Group

Parents’ Place of
Birth

Parents’ Job (or Tutors
or Heads of
Household)

Marital
Status

Residential Pattern
and Number of

People in the
Household

Number of
Children

Case 01:
Adama 19–23 Fula The Gambia

Rural area

Hotel gardener (father)
and hotel cleaner

(mother)
Single

Dependent
7 (Father, mother and

4 siblings)
0

Case 02: Fatou 17–20 Fula The Gambia
Rural area

Factory operator
(father), hotel cleaning

(mother)
Single

Dependent
7 (Father, mother and

4 siblings)
0

Case 03: Isatou 24–26 Fula Senegal
Rural area

Unemployed (cleaning)
and kitchen manager

(husband)
/mechanic (father);

cleaning (mother) and
geriatric assistant

(father’s wife)

Married
Independent

5 (Husband, 2
children and 1 sister)

2

Case 04:
Maimuna 17–20 Sarahule

Senegal (father); The
Gambia (mother),
(both rural areas)

Self-employed trader
(father), kitchen

assistant (mother),
housework

(father’s wife)

Single

Dependent
15 (Father, mother,

father’s first wife, 11
brothers and sisters)

0

Case 05:
Mariama 19–23 Fula

Senegal (father, rural
area; mother
urban area)

Unemployed (last
job carrier) Single

Dependent
7 (Uncles, 3 cousins

and 1 brother)
0

Case 06: Sayo 19–21 Fula Senegal
Rural area

Unemployed/Retired
gardener (grandfather),

geriàtric assitants
(2 wives of

grandfather)

Single Independent
2 (She and her son) 1

(*) Age at the first and last interview.

3. Results

The academic trajectories and the level of education achieved are described below,
creating two groups based on the threshold set by the Europe 2020 strategy as the minimum
to guarantee the labor and social inclusion of EU citizens (post-compulsory secondary
education, or being in education or training to achieve it). This will provide a picture of
the tools with which they face their transitions into adulthood, clearly divided into young
women who left school and training early versus young women with post-compulsory
education continuity
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3.1. Prolonged Trajectories and Insurmountable Barriers

The trajectories of the young women of this group have been characterized by school
dropouts in the transition to secondary education and their experience shows a clear lack
of support to facilitate their return to the educational system.

Isatou is 26 years old and unemployed. She lives with her husband (kitchen manager),
two children and her sister in a city on the outskirts of Barcelona, in a neighborhood with
a high concentration of third country nationals. During her childhood and adolescence,
she lived in the area where the ethnography took place, with her father (a pioneer and
promoter of an association of Senegalese), her mother, her father’s first wife and seven
brothers and sisters. Her academic career ended early, although she was considered a good
student in primary school. After completing five years of secondary education in a public
high school, she did not manage to graduate. According to her, exclusion by her classmates
made her relate to “bad company” by starting nightlife early and avoiding the limitations
of her parents who told her “to study, that she would have time to go out”. Although she
would like to become a hairdresser, she currently has no plans towards that goal.

Sayo is 21 years old and lives in a city in the Maresme region with her year and a
half old son in a social flat provided by the Social Services. She spent her childhood and
adolescence in the care of her maternal grandfather, living with his two wives and three
children each, after her mother died when she was 4 years old and having spent some
time in a foster home. She did all her schooling in public schools. From being a very good
student in primary school she went on to “become lazy” in secondary school and repeated
twice until she left Secondary Education in the second year at the age of 16. Later she
started a training which she did not finish because of a trip to Senegal, and the same thing
happened with the course to get the compulsory secondary education certificate in an adult
school, in a second trip to which she was dragged by her grandfather, abandoning the idea
of continuing her studies. She met the father of her son, who was born in Senegal and
arrived in Spain as an unaccompanied minor, when she was going out in Barcelona with
her friends, all Black African, and although they do not live together due to their irregular
situation and his activities, they keep in touch. Her current objective is to find a job to
support herself and her son.

3.2. Adjusted Path: Vocational Training Itineraries

The young women in this group opted for the vocational training route, guided by
the teachers and, in two cases, to the disappointment of their families. While for some
obtaining a profession was the objective, for others it was a narrow aspiration and their
path became a long-distance race.

Maimuna is a 19-year-old girl who works as a geriatric assistant (chaining short-term
contracts in different companies) after having studied a Vocational Education and Training
(ISCED 3) of social and health care and lives with her family (father, mother, father’s
first wife and siblings). Her peer group is the girls she plays basketball with (all white,
from lower-middle class or working-class families). After spending her early childhood in
Valencia with an aunt, she returned to her parents and started school. She had to try to
overcome the shyness that, according to her, limited her and that led her to a reinforcement
group until fourth grade of primary school. Finally, she got the Secondary education
certificate in an ordinary group, a great success being the first in her family to achieve it.
Her wish was to be incorporated into the labor market at an early age and so she thought
of a profession through vocational training. Although she fulfilled her objective, she began
to realize that it did not allow her to combat precariousness and temporary work.

Fatou is 19 years old, she is in a Vocational Training of social integration and working
as a geriatric assistant in an old people’s home. She lives with her parents and siblings.
Her school experiences have been tinged with the impact she has had in embodying “the
difference”, feeling out of place in a Christian private school (state-funded) in primary
education, and suffering bullying in the first years of Secondary education in a public
high school. Her school performance was medium-high, but “for fear of failure” and
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disappointed her parents who want her “not to have a bad time like them”, she decided
to take a longer route (vocational training) to fulfil her academic aspirations and reach
higher education. She keeps a friend from high school, “her white friend”, as she says, but
increasingly relates to a group of boys and girls who are all children of immigrants from
West Africa.

Mariama is 21 years old. She now lives with her father’s family and her younger
brother in France and is studying at university. She was born in Catalonia, the daughter of
Senegalese parents of Fula ethnicity, but decided to leave once she graduated from Voca-
tional training in search of greater educational and employment opportunities. Although
her family was originally from the middle classes, in Spain her parents held low-skilled
jobs (father a transport worker and mother a nurse’s assistant and kitchen assistant in
hotels), both of whom are currently unemployed, being one of the families affected by
mortgage debt and having been divorced. During her childhood she lived in a town
in French Provence, where she spent part of her schooling. In contrast to her schooling
experience in Spain, she had the support of her teachers, her cousins and an organized
“school-to-home” life that offered her the supervision of her extended family, who were
well off in France and not in the initial phase of incorporation, like her parents in Spain.
Her return meant a repeat of the course and a lowering of her aspirations, being oriented
to vocational training, which she attended and certificated, although it was not satisfactory
for her.

3.3. A Path of Naturalised Progress: Academic Itinerary, Moving Smoothly towards Higher
Education

The young woman who exemplifies this typology is characterized by academic
achievement and direct transitions, following the most prestigious itineraries. It can
be said that this more successful path has been an exception among the cases encountered
during the field work.

Adama is 22 years old and lives with her parents and four siblings, all students.
Currently, about to graduate in psychology, she has never been in the working world.
Her academic career is known among the young children of Gambians and Senegalese
in her area, as she is a pioneer and a reference, although at school her success was either
unnoticed or surprisingly exceptional. Her parents, who belonged to a prestigious family
in her home village, always had high expectations of her, sending her messages of academic
achievement as well as reinforcing her intra-ethnic identity. Her friends (all white middle
class) were also a great support.

The itineraries and experiences described above show, first of all, the risk of social ex-
clusion faced by young women who left education and training early, without mechanisms
to encourage them to change their situation. However, secondly, a range of successful
trajectories emerges that are invisible in the face of a widespread idea of failure or early
leaving among this group of children of immigrants. In some cases, these are short-lived
trajectories that raise other notions of success; in others, long-distance careers with greater
risks of abandonment, and, finally, itineraries and experiences associated with the notion
of hegemonic notions of success.

4. Ties of Belonging and Collective Identification Processes

We will then focus on some key aspects to assess the ties related to belonging and the
processes of collective identification: Emotional identifications, social positions and gender
values and ideologies, in order to answer the question about which lines of difference
emerge as relevant and how they impacted on their daily experience.

It is clear that their narratives contrast with the main social representations, which
project a retrograde community and young women subjected to tradition. In contrast, the
agency of these women in confronting the patriarchal forms of power that emerge in the
community is shown, as well as the racialization experienced in the contact spaces with the
majority population.
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4.1. Embodying Difference and the Collective: Social Positions

A common element among these young women is how the intersection between
racialization and social class is transferred into their daily lives in the form of discomfort,
exclusion, loneliness and insecurity.

They recalled episodes in which the difference in which they were placed was built
up from negative stereotypes, associating blackness, foreigners and poverty. An example
of this is the disengagement that Fatou described in the primary school (subsidized school
assigned by the desegregation policy of balanced schooling)3 in contrast to the well-being
she felt in the “Centre Obert” (an after-school socio-educational service offered by local
social services) where the children belonged to the same social class and many were
Black African, the children of immigrants: “I felt good ( . . . ) I understood them better. I
understood them better. There were so many of them” (Fatou).

Similarly, Isatou told how she felt excluded at the high school (also a subsidized center,
assigned by the same policy) and was mocked and commented on as a non-national, but
above all for being built up as a poor person. She recalled how on one occasion her wallet
was taken away to show the rest of the class how she did not have an ID card like the
others, how she noticed gossip about her clothes or the frequent questions about whether
they paid for school. The cause she attributes to this experience of discrimination once
again suggests the construction of an inverse relationship between racialization and social
class: “Because I was Black, and they were all posh there” (Isatou). Moreover, while most
deny racism, many have perceived gossip, especially in schools. This is how Mariama
summed it up: “It’s just that the Moroccans and the Black people here, I don’t know what
. . . they come here for this and that and smell like that, you know? and I was left listening
. . . I think they beat up the Moroccans a bit more, but we Black people are always in there”
(Mariama).

This reminder of the difference was also constructed from “positive” stereotypes, such
as compliments on their hair, color, curves or the rhythm of “las negras” (the blacks) so
that their presence embodied not only their person but also a whole “group” in which
they were located, based on their phenotype from which cultural racism was constructed,
and dislocated from belonging to the “we”. This also happened with supposedly neutral
questions about their family customs (food, polygyny, etc.) or other cultural elements, to
which some girls expressed their discomfort that in some cases, like Isatou’s, embarrassed
her to the point of making her avoid the presence of other Black people. Another way
in which they felt this location in the otherness, was evidencing the surprise that their
behavior caused by opposing the expected. Adama remembers that “If I did something
right it was like, ‘Oh, good’, but it was like . . . I was flattered more just because I did it
right, I don’t know . . . like they underestimated me.”

Finally, through explicit comments that denoted the association of their phenotype
with the foreigner. From statements that referred to “their country” to congratulations for
a supposed assimilation. For example, when strangers spontaneously address them with a
“you’re from here, eh!” if they hear them speaking Catalan, while they abandon the idea of
continually explaining that they were born “here”. Clearly the black phenotype emerges
above the competence of the language as a marker of non-belonging, being stripped in a
supposedly positive commentary of the status and rights that citizenship entails. So, in a
way, it cannot be just them, but their presence represents the whole of young Black women.
Faced with this, they develop different strategies that range from ignorance “passing”, to
avoidance, shaping their personality or hiding their way of being, not without emotional
impact, or even, as explained by the girls who suffered most constantly and explicitly from
discrimination by their peers, with violent reactions, “making themselves respected” or
“defending themselves and taking out their character”. In the words of Fatou: “Every time
I said something to myself, I would shut up, I would scold myself, you know? I once had a
problem with a child because he was always bothering me and I got angry, I grabbed him

3 There are two types of schools: privately owned but State-funded ones and públic ones.
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by the neck and I pulled him up against—I wanted him—I was already fed up with him,
he always came home crying, why didn’t they stop!”.

They also told of other strategies that originated not from specific episodes but from
having developed, over the years, an awareness of racialization and the embodiment of
the difference it makes. This has caused some girls to avoid relationships with non-black
youth. Isatou recalled this personal process and that of other girls: “Bintu left her white
circle of friends and I left it too and we Black girls got together. And we said to each other
we are very good, very good”.

In some cases, all this had an impact on their self-perception as students and, although
some obtained good results during their schooling, they did not feel capable of following
the most valued academic paths—the Baccalaureate and/or the university—becoming
aware of the difficulty of accessing prestigious professions even if they have a degree to
do so. In this way, the emigration of the children of Black African immigrants can be
considered a strategy to confront the experienced racism that many of the young women
fantasize about, and that others have done or have acquaintances who have done so:

“Everyone gets bored here. I would go to France if I could. You have more
opportunities there. Even if they say no, there is a little bit of racism. There you
get the title of what you want and you work in that sector. Here my cousins have
studied and they don’t work from that. One is a nurse, went to university and
everything. The other did a higher degree in administration and then university;
another, tourism; none of them is working at what they want, or as a waitress or
cleaner ( . . . ) it’s the fact of being Black”. (Isatou)

4.2. Negotiating Intergenerational Boundaries: Gender Values and Ideologies

Most girls felt that their fathers’ generation had become more Muslim. They did
not remember their fathers praying, nor that their mothers wore veils when they were
young, nor that they supervised whether or not they performed the prayers, in a possible
process of ethnic withdrawal (Moreras 2006). Nonetheless, beyond the religious aspect,
some young women showed frustration with ideals about children based on maintaining
tradition, for example through knowledge of the mother tongue, or on marriage as an
institution for building the family. Adama and Isatou expressed it this way:

“She should listen to her parents, help out around the house and so on, and about
traditions . . . like—“Look how well the daughter talks about this or that, she
talks perfectly ( . . . ) it made me feel bad, like I don’t know how to talk well!”.
(Adama)

“Sidy Saho’s daughter had given birth a month ago. My father was “-Uuuh, look!
Did you see? She has to leave school now . . . I hope that at least you will leave
until you get married . . . ”. (Isatou)

Although in its traditional definition marriage place them in a subordinate position
with respect to the men of their generation, it should be noted that the main arguments
used by parents were precisely messages that valued education, although they did not
conceive of the compatibility of both spheres: Studying and forming a family. On the other
hand, although the rule is clear, failure to comply with it has not always been penalized,
and for example in the case of Isatou, his father celebrated being a grandfather and “called
everyone”.

In the face of this, all the young women resisted these locations by opposing the
preferential marriage forms: In the most traditional definition, marriage with the crossed
cousins; and more widespread in migration, marriage agreed with fictitious relatives: The
son of a friend of the father (whom they call an uncle). However, most families have
abandoned the idea of maintaining the practice of an agreed marriage without the consent
of their daughters, even if they put forward their preferences, such as the bond with
fictitious relatives:
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“Yes, they want me to marry the son of one of my father’s friends, and they’ve
told me about it and . . . I’m not too happy about it either, am I? Because I don’t
know, it’s a bit like telling me what to do”. (Adama)

Or, with whomever they choose, provided that he is a Muslim:

“My father there is a little bit more . . . if I have to marry someone who is a
Muslim, to continue being . . . not to lose . . . because if I marry a white man,
because I am a girl I would lose my religion and . . . I would cling more to my
partner’s religion”. (Mariama)

Even one of the girls (Maimuna) who refers to having a “very traditional”, “very
religious” father, states that she would oppose an arranged marriage, especially early on,
and develops different forms of resistance (hiding practices that the father would consider
inappropriate, such as going to the beach or having a boyfriend) with the help of her
mother, who considers that she should “act like here, since she was born here”. However,
this pressure to comply with a gender and age model that she feels oppressive has not
limited her academic career or social relations. She herself gave the example of her refusal
to participate in school camps, although it could be assumed that it was for economic
reasons or because of her father’s strict control attitude, it was she who did not want to be
away from her family. Her father did not deal with school issues, a role assumed by her
mother (as is the case in economies with a clear division of reproductive labor), so he did
not have a limiting role either. “My father didn’t pay much attention. It was my mother
who paid. She paid for the outings . . . ”.

While some young people, provided they had the capacity to decide, considered
valuing family opinions, such as Mariama, who reflected on the difficulties a non-Muslim
husband can have in maintaining practices such as holding Ramadan, there are other
issues that were strongly opposed by all, and clearly one of them is polygyny, a type of
marriage that is not in the majority but is an element of social distinction between previous
generations.

“That the husband has many women, that seems to me, I don’t know, this makes
me very angry, it doesn’t seem right to me. Maybe they accept it. Look at the
case of African women who marry out of obligation, have children, but are not in
love, they have to be there for the children. These women suffer too, and nobody
listens to them”. (Fatou)

A significant case is that of Adama’s family, who lived through their father’s “tempo-
rary” polygamy with such bewilderment thatforced the father to divorce his second wife
soon after, an example she recounted with awe.

In the discourse of these young women, it is usually valued that their parents have
developed a negotiating style of upbringing, agreeing on aspects such as the times of
departure, and many consider themselves lucky not to have a father or mother who is “as
closed” as other Muslims. Gender roles in most families have also become more flexible,
with men, for example, carrying out household tasks, although not in a corresponding way,
even though they continue to assume more household responsibilities than their brothers.
In short, while they are pressured to represent family prestige, maintaining sexual honor
(and other practices associated with cultural non-assimilation, such as maintaining the
family language or identifying themselves as Muslims), they respond to this by negotiating
what they see as boundaries with the previous generation.

4.3. Fitting in with Modernity: Main Emotional Identifications

In relation to emotional identifications, gender emerges as a key element for the
experience of blackness. It becomes a central aspect of positionality and belonging, but not
independently but in intersection with other variables, in this case, racialization, that is,
the social construction of difference based on skin color, as well as age or generation: The
set of young Black girls.
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Firstly, the girls’ narratives show a lack of identification with Black boys. In contexts
where there are no other young Black women they feel “the only one”. This feeling of
uniqueness, of otherness, is common to all the stories, especially when they refer to the
academic world. Adama described it this way: “I was the only Black woman in class, a
girl, the others were Black boys, and well . . . little by little I adapted. My mother said
at the beginning.—Isn’t there more like you . . . ? And I said:—it’s just me in class,” said
Maimuna, or “When I’ve been around campus and seen other Black girls it’s like, there
are more people! I’m not the only one! In the same way, they also distinguish themselves
from women of the previous generation in many ways and even go so far as to construct a
stereotype about them or what women in West Africa are like: ‘close-minded’ Muslims”
(Fatou), “very covered” (Maimuna) or considering themselves “more European” than the
“typical Black African” (Mariama).

Secondly, all the young women except Sayo explained that they considered themselves
to be Muslims, but that they intended to be able to know their religion better (e.g., recite
the Koran with knowledge of its content) in order to be able to discern what they thought
was appropriate or not. This critical approach allowed them to decide not to wear a veil or
to consider arranged marriage or polygyny unacceptable. For this reason, some say they
consider themselves “less” Muslim than their parents (now, not when they were little),
although some attended weekly Koranic classes. Furthermore, one of the girls, Isatou,
explained how she was fascinated by a new view of the family culture given to her by her
husband, an immigrant of Senegalese origin, which she did not know, and by an approach
to religion that her family had not taught her. Specifically, she referred to the initiatory,
productive and contemplative side of Islam practiced by the Murid diaspora, which I
recognized from a large poster on the wall as the only decoration in her house: “I saw them
praying, they were with the book of the Koran [with a fascinated voice], if I loved it, they
told us the stories and I liked it a lot”.

In general, many argued paradoxically, “I don’t know much about my culture” (Fatou).
While they let the emotional identification with the family culture or, as Maimuna said,
“their country”, rectifying at once to say “the country of my parents”, they assert a great
lack of knowledge that does not allow them to identify fully either. Adama, for example,
describes a situational identification. “When I am at home for example I feel more Gambian,
I don’t know, when I am with friends I feel more Spanish” or Mariama, who explains
how she was only defined as Spanish when she was in France “they always called me the
Spanish one”.

Thirdly, their ethnic identification was undefined and they narrated it full of nuances,
highlighting for example their place of birth, or desisting from elaborating a geographically
located belonging: “I have not been made to feel from here, from situations of the past . . .
nor from there, why I do not know it” (Fatou).

Finally, it is revealing to analyze their future projections as significant elements in
emotional identifications. All the young women projected themselves as mothers and wives,
without questioning marriage (from a position critical of tradition) or motherhood (which
they pose in the long term and with fewer children than their families). At the same time,
some of them prioritize developing their high professional aspirations and emancipating
themselves as independent women (Adama, psychologist; Mariama, translator/interpreter;
Fatou, child educator or social integrator). Although, in general, their stories show a lack
of models or references in this aspect, being themselves the pioneers in their environments.
Only the girls who have experienced mobility describe models of women in which they are
reflected: A “modern African woman”, says Mariama, repeating the hegemonic discourse
based on a dichotomous identity: Either African or European, linked respectively to
tradition or modernity:

“I, my aunt there, she is very modern, very . . . related to the parents of . . .
because here the whites always relate a lot to their children’s parents when they
go to school. But here . . . I’ve hardly seen any Black women who go and perhaps
relate to the parents of . . . ”. (Mariama)
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Another part of the young women aspires to a professional life that provides them
with agency and independence “to help out around the house, or when I have my own
house, to put things in,” says Maimuna, (reproducing the role expected of an adult woman
in West Africa) and within this logic they limit their aspirations. For example, in the case
of Isatou, who would like to be a hairdresser, or Maimuna, who would like to be a nurse:
One gave up and the other adapted it to being a geriatric assistant, prioritizing a quick
incorporation into the labor market and considering that extending the education years
would be “a waste of time” (Sayo) or “a waste of more time” (Maimuna).

5. Conditions for Emancipation: Resituating Responsibilities

This work reveals the importance of an intersectional approach for the analysis of the
processes of belonging of young Black women in Europe. The experiences presented and
the analysis used add evidence about the nuances of the replications of assimilation theories
coming from the American context in Europe. As Crul and Schneider (2013) pointed out,
in the European context, both patterns of downward assimilation and upward mobility
through intra-ethnic cohesion can occur within the same group or ethnic community. In the
above case, this diversity translates into different conditions for emancipation. Transition
paths to adulthood based on rapid incorporation into the labor market or on motherhood
show a reproduction of the social position occupied by women of the previous generation
(migrants without academic training). It is not possible to explain this situation solely by
a “more” patriarchal intra-community system, of which young women do not feel fully
a part and of which some aspects are resistant, but to which young women with long
and successful academic careers have also been subjected, which should make upward
social mobility possible. In contrast, the experiences of educational continuity show the
importance of the cultural capital provided by education as “emancipatory capital”. This
expands the tools to combat hegemonic racialized positions, conditioned by class and
gender, which place these young women in subordinate positions, not without them
finding the gaps to be able to develop their projects.

In the cases analyzed, although the young women’s families insist on transmitting
specific ethical and moral values to define femininity based on a patriarchal system, these
discourses coexist with high educational expectations. We can identify in their narratives
recurrent themes in the literature on minority youth and gender. For example, the increased
domestic responsibilities and parental control in relation to male peers, which Suárez-
Orozco and Qin (2006) interpreted as an intensification carried out by families in the face
of the danger of assimilation, with sexual honor being a key indicator that establishes their
prestige in the community in the transnational context. Or, as Espiritu (2001) pointed out, a
display of moral superiority in the face of Western culture, responding to the subordination
and stereotypes that hypersexualized “other” women.

Issues such as polygyny and arranged marriages emerge as symbolic boundaries with
respect to the previous generation, revealing the resistance of young women to central
aspects of traditional gender ideology that can lead to intergenerational conflict. However,
these messages coexist with other egalitarians, which were realized especially by the
mothers, transferring their desire for more equitable relations, in the same way as had been
observed in the case of young Roma women with successful educational careers (Abajo
and Carrasco 2004; Bereményi and Carrasco 2017).

Thus, the counter-narrative that emerges from the stories paradoxically gives a leading
role to the school environment which, as Carter (2005) argued, systematically ignores and
devalues non-dominant forms of cultural capital, demanding conformity with the dominant
white4 and middle class culture. Now, what impact does this have on the academic and life
trajectories of young women? Firstly, as Archer (2008) identified in the British context where
discourses about the “ideal student” excluded minority students, some young women

4 Although racial ideology based on black/white dualism is not applicable to the Spanish context, racial categories are present in social discourses
(e.g., “negro” or “negrito”) and “Spanish” national identity has been racialized as synonymous with European origin and whiteness (Banton, quoted
in Keaton 2005).
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integrated a limited self-perception of the student. This is clearly the case of young women
with ELET, but it is relevant for those who, with good performance, did not conceive of
following the paths built as successful, nor were they oriented towards it. Although it
could be considered a pragmatic decision (Mirza 1992), adapting their aspirations to the
awareness of the unequal opportunities they find in the labor market, as well as, from this
same logic, some propose their own migration projects, mobilizing the migration capital
they have (Narciso and Carrasco 2017).

Secondly, an impact on the processes of subjectivation, as indicated by studies of
post-colonial feminism. Racialized subjects and minority and working-class women do not
manage to see themselves as appropriate, they are constructed in a devalued way, with
inadequate females, generating painful processes that reproduce colonial relations, and
placing them in a continuum of normalized absence/pathologized presence. In the face of
this, some young women become “ashamed” and choose to avoid affiliation with members
of their own group, or they shape themselves by trying to achieve academic success, which
from the ecological-cultural theory was defined as “acting white”, or in the opposite sense,
as some girls explained, they “act out” with definitions of femininity that do not fit in
with those promoted by the school (less docile) and/or choose the alliance with their peers
in more protective relationships by assuming the academic risk that may be involved
(Archer-Banks and Behar-Horenstein 2011; Fordham 1993, 2008). As we have seen, these
processes are not exclusive and are transformed over time.

Finally, the desire to project themselves as modern women is identified, distancing
themselves from the women of the previous generation and the migrants of their family
origin, over whom they have internalized the hegemonic stereotypes and the supremacist
discourse that hierarchically dichotomizes “us/them” with an image of West Africa that
does not recognize its cosmopolitanism and defines it in an atavistic way, in the same way
as Muslim membership. The new constructions of Islam, to which some feel affiliated, offer
them a certain authority and grounds for rejecting traditional practices without appearing
excessively “westernised”, as Ryan (2013) showed in the case of young Muslims in London,
and can be interpreted as processes of additive acculturation (Gibson 1988). They clearly
associate modernity with freedom, inter-community relations and the development of
professional life, assuming hegemonic gender definitions that include public/private
and production/reproduction dichotomies. Moreover, their break with aspects such as
polygyny also deprives them of the feminine space that characterizes the sex/gender
system in West Africa and which Jabardo and Ródenas (2017) define under the rules of
cooperation and competitiveness, and which migrant women “both accept and challenge,
in processes of hybridisation that reflect the emergence of other, new modernities”. This
implies, for example, that among these young women there are no institutionalized forms
of horizontal social capital, such as the female associative practices of the generation itself,
which their mothers did have, in a possible subtractive process, similar to that described
by Valenzuela (1999), pointing to school, and which is reminiscent of the situation that
Keaton (2005) showed in the case of young Black African women in France, where school
was key to assimilating and at the same time excluding these young women.

In conclusion, in this article I have tried to show how the limits of social inclusion
in their processes to adulthood life of these young women are produced mainly by the
racialization experienced, intertwined with social class and gender, paradoxically in key
spaces of social inclusion, such as the school and the labor market, and not by an ethnic
community that subjugates them. This idea derives from the politics of racialized belonging,
although it avoids racial-biological labels, rhetorically maintains national-ethnic categories,
ultimately considers difference a threat, and while it promotes assimilation it perpetuates
forms of social exclusion.
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Abstract: This paper frames an in depth reflection on the current social and political changes and the
emerging phenomenon of body politics of migrant and racialized groups in Europe. The ongoing
discussion aims to address the meaning of “being” Catalan for Black Africans in Catalonia. It is
grounded on a criterion of ontological commitment and the epistemological aspect of ethnography.
I dig into the debate about what makes a racial identity salient in the context of national identity
rhetoric. I look thoroughly at the outcomes of the encounter between Black African migrants and the
constant resignification of Catalan national identity. I aim to disentangle the racial premises and tackle
what Black Africans share once the racial questions are removed. My approach stands within the
growing field of postcolonial criticism to understand historical continuities and ontological conflicts.
I focus on culture, race, and identity to analyze the cultural dynamics of Senegalese migrants and
Equatoguinean communities within the national identity building process in Catalonia. I coined
a new concept, Charnegroes, to propose a practical explanation of the emergence of body politics
and the changing reality of the relationship between the “us” and the “other” under the recurrent
transitions between old and new, colonial and postcolonial, the past and the future.

Keywords: Charnegroes; Black Africans; Catalonia; national identity; racism; Africanness

1. Introduction

From the aftermath of Spain’s integration into the European Union in 1986, an impor-
tant number of Black Africans have settled in Catalonia, pushing the regional government to
implement policies to integrate these newcomers into the Catalan society. Meanwhile, Cat-
alonia was experiencing a process of nation building (Solé 1982; Candel 1985; Shafir 1995).
Since the 1980s, the building of national identity in Catalonia has produced a passionate
debate on cultural identity and citizenship (Conversi 1997; Ainaud 1980; Barreda 1985).
Still today, the debate on national identity in Catalonia constitutes a controversy. Jordi
Pujol—the former president of Catalonia and one of the theoreticians of “catalanity”—
remains the Catalan nationalist leader who deploys the most powerful political discourse
to “re-adjust” the notion of citizenship to the idea of national identity in Catalonia. He
then declared: “Is Catalan anyone who works and lives in Catalonia and wants to be it”
(Pujol 1976).

The narrative on national identity in Catalonia unravels an ontological commitment
beyond the facticity of cultural encounters. It places before us an emotional debate that
encompasses awareness of being Catalan within history and the controversy surrounding
the need to preserve the language, political system, and institutions Catalonia inherited
from the medieval era (Cingolani 2015; Sobresques 2015). Such a debate is mainly rooted
in a “utilitarian cultural orientation” (Fok et al. 2016), which implies that all those who
had settled in Catalonia and had improved their living conditions and accomplished their
economic aspirations would adhere to a kind of “civic nationalism” (Roshwald 2016).

However, one should wonder if the change from the status of migrant to citizen will
turn them into a Catalan. The idea of being/becoming Catalan constitutes a challenge for
minorities and presents a dilemma about “what exists out there” in terms of identity. It
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understands identity as an attribute or a political reification of subjectivities that relies on
theoretical constructions and psychological boundaries. In this sense, even if one endorses
a multicultural interpretation (Kymlicka 2010; Taylor 1992) of the Catalan national identity,
he or she might expect social minorities like Black African collectives to reproduce their
cultural dynamics as a subcategory of the Catalan national identity.

This paper delves into the growing field of postcolonialism1 to engage in a critical
dialogue to elucidate the cultural dynamics of Black Africans in Catalonia to show how
they contribute to creating new spaces for diversity in a multiracial society. It examines the
relationship between the management of identity politics and the forms and conditions
of representation in the context of building a national identity. Moreover, despite the
extensive literature on integration policies and attitudes towards immigrants in Europe
(Morales et al. 2015; Zapata-Barero 2000; Zapata-Barero et al. 2003, 2008; Hainmueller and
Hopkins 2014; Penninx et al. 2014), an analysis of racialized groups that considers the
phenomenon of cultural negotiation in the context of ontological conflict is still neglected.

It is then tempting to ask how the cultural background of Black African collectives in
Catalonia fit with the idea of “being Catalan”? Answering this question will allow us to
tackle Black Africans’ cultural dynamics, either as a form of mimetism or a cosmopolitan
prescription of being as part of a universal human nation. Can Black Africans in Catalonia
and their descendants become Catalan? If national identity relies on historic prescripts
or the cultural determinism of belonging to a group, then it would be stimulating to
ask whether becoming Catalan can be the claim or the aim of Black Africans and their
descendants.

I do not seek to privilege Black African migrants’ rights to preserve their cultural
identities over Catalonia’s national identity. Instead, I intend to deal with a critical and
contextual analysis of cultural negotiation in a multiracial and multiethnic society. My
approach consists of assessing the social conditionings and normalizations that incorrectly
assume a stable nature of identity and power relations. I rely on a criterion of ontological
conflicts and the epistemological aspect of ethnography (Blasser 2013; Bricker 2016; Abid
2017), followed by a critical analysis of institutional forms of negation and exclusion. Black
Africans’ cultural dynamics allow us to understand their capacity to build a sphere of
representation.

For a cultural dynamic is nongenetic information that is transmissible from one
person/group to another, which can potentially affect the behavior (Kashima 2014, p. 3);
and I compare two social groups: the Senegalese and the Equatoguineans collectives in
Catalonia. For instance, I consider the sociocultural associations founded by Black Africans
and their role in the dynamics of representation in discourse and the promotion of their
cultural dynamics. I assess the colonial legacy and the postcolonial realities of these two
groups. I consider three headings: (1) The management of integration policies and the
rhetoric of national identity in Catalonia. (2) The cultural dynamics of Black Africans in the
broad context of postcoloniality. (3) The emergence of the body politics of the charnegroes2,
based on the exhibition of Blackness by Black African descendants.

I examine essays, novels, stories, academic literature, and newspapers, combined
with interviews, observations, and debates with members of both the Equatoguineans and
Senegalese collectives. I begin by discussing the rhetoric of national identity and its impact
on some aspects of integration policies in Catalonia. Later, I address the colonial legacy,
ontological commitment and cultural practices of the Senegalese and the Equatoguineans.
Finally, I coined the new concept of Charnegreos to assess the cultural encounter and define
the emergent “body politics” (Brown and Gershon 2017) shaped by Black African descen-
dants in Catalonia. The results offer new paths to understand the complexity of cultural
encounters and how migration and mobility play into this identity construct. It offers the
possibility to undertake research on the cultural dynamics of Black African collectives in
Catalonia and provides some conceptual tools to challenge the possibility/impossibility of
becoming Catalan for a category of citizens.
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2. Theoretical Discussion

The triumph of ideologies hostile to cultural diversity and the changing phenomenon
of global migration requires new conceptual spheres that can tackle the complexity of
cultural dynamics and national identity in a multicultural and multiethnic society. The
early ideas that one usually has in mind when considering national identity often connect
us with the visible aspects of national symbols such as monuments, the buildings, the
national flag, anthem and motto. Doubtlessly, these elements represent strong emotional
ties and shape a feeling of belonging to a group and an environment, underpinning the
right to claim a common history. Nevertheless, there are also abstract or nonrational factors
such as languages, symbols, beliefs, legends, or stories that are relevant in shaping the
national identity.

Edouard Glisant is undoubtedly one of the postcolonial thinkers whose contribution
to national identity remains crucial. Almost all of Glissant’s work explores the conscious
construction of a collective identity. For instance, he considers national identity as the
prelude to resistance and national liberation (Glissant 1981). However, such a perspective
of national identity has undergone considerable changes throughout Glissant’s career.
Identity is also the result of profound changes and transformations in contact with the
other (Glissant 1990). In this sense, the concept of identity fluidity will end up determining
Glissant’s positioning. Indeed, Glissant believes that it is through contact with others
that one discerns different ways of being and frames one’s identity based on intercultural
exchanges (Glissant 2006).

Frantz Fanon’s influences in the formulation of Glissant’s earlier theoretical work is re-
markable. National consciousness and national culture are two fields of criticism that attract
Fanon’s attention. Regarding culture, Fanon holds that “Extracted from the past to be dis-
played in all its splendour, is not necessarily that of his own country” (Fanon 1963, p. 211).
Substantially, national consciousness concerning culture is also the fruit of institutional
performance. As Fanon writes: “National consciousness, instead of being the all-embracing
crystallization of the innermost hopes of the whole people, instead of being the immediate
and most obvious result of the mobilization of the people, will be in any case only an empty
shell, a crude and fragile travesty of what it might have been” (Ibid, p. 148).

Arguably, national identity aims to define peoples according to what they should (or
could) be, instead of who they are and where they belong; its construction implies (or
requires) the suppression of the cultural identities of minority groups (Rex 1996; Scott 1990).
National identity then places us before an ontological conflict, for it tries to simplify the
competition between different realities and the multiplicity of histories, cultures and
subjectivities. Ontological conflicts emerge as forms of contestation in the context of
political and ideological reification, which claim to reduce the existence of communities to
a simple convergence of identities.

Ontological conflicts are, therefore, the result of the resistance to the modern assump-
tions of cultural hegemonies and the colonial mimesis. Mario Blasser (2013) identifies two
headings in approaching ontological conflicts in social sciences: First, “to consider ontolog-
ical conflicts as a possibility, one must question some of the most profoundly established
assumptions in the social sciences, for instance, the assumptions that we are all modern
and that the differences that exist are between cultural perspectives on one single reality”
(Blasser 2013, p. 1). The second heading has a methodological feature, for it outlines that
“ontological conflicts pose the challenge of how to account for them without reiterating
(and reenacting) the ontological assumption of a reality “out there” being described” (ibid).

We should bear in mind that beyond the controversy on cultural encounters, the story
of the postcolonial world is the history of a hegemonic world order shaped by the clichés of
an “overhang universalism” (Diagne and Amselle 2018). From these remarks, it becomes
necessary and even demanded to consider, at least through our research methods applied
in social sciences, that “there are also histories of the diverse traditions and practices that
cannot be reduced to ways of generating surplus or of conquering and ruling others”
(Asad 1973, p. 49).
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Suppose one acknowledges the right—of the State or a political entity—to build a
national identity by imposing a cultural standard for all. In that case, it should be crucial
to be aware of the desire of minorities to keep existing according to their ways of life. For
instance, during colonialization, the colonial empire imposes different cultural standards
on building a sense of belonging to a (French, British, Spanish, etc.) nation. In this sense,
the central inquiry is that colonialism produces the cultural encounter between the West
and the nonwestern world that had induced the profound ontological conflict between
“intimate enemies” (Nandy 1983).

Nowadays, formerly colonized peoples and their former colonizers share a common
space under postcolonial uncertainty. This coexistence becomes a complex issue in global
migration, where the formerly indigenous have evolved to the status of second class cit-
izens (Cash and Kinnvall 2017). The claim for particularities imposes overcoming the
colonial rationality. However, forty years after Claude Levi-Strauss proposed methods to
innovate social and cultural diversity, Samuel Huntington will point out the danger of the
“Clash of Civilizations” (Huntington 1993). In sum, the anxiety of the postcolonial transi-
tion exacerbates the tensions between the identities of dominant groups and subalterns
(Spivak 2010).

In that context, fostering a national identity remains crucial in Europe. For instance, in
Democracy without Nations? Pierre Manent’s (2007) approach of rethinking the social world
in Europe oscillates between colonial anthropology and the dogma of frozen identities.
Manent failed to propose a practical explanation of the social European. Instead, he paints
a “self-schema” of Europe, grounded in the foundations of a nation state. His idea of
national identity is simplistic, essentialist and monolingual. Manent writes: ‘Our languages
do not express a sublime "cultural" essence that is fundamentally apolitical or metapolitical.
Rather, they express the history of our respective political regimes’ (Ibid, p. 30). Thus, for
Manent, European cultural values encompass the totality of universal principles, rely on
a “moral compass” and cannot coexist with other cultures; thus, it cannot contemplate
cultural diversity as political expression.

Accordingly, the concern for national identity in European democracies highlights a
passionate debate on identity politics. The general trends of identity politics, according
to Jürgen Habermas (1998, p. 48), consist of the “democratic management” of the public
sphere and the establishment of a normative and cultural “framework” that would apply to
all. These republican principles continue to influence policy making on identity politics in
European democracies. Beyond, it shapes the foundations of political rhetoric and reveals
a fear that the cultural practices of some migrants could undermine national identity.

Meanwhile, multiculturalism emerged as a theory of cultural diversity to tackle
conflicts of coexistence in a multiracial society. One of its well known theorists, Charles
Taylor criticizes the modern notion of identity (which includes national identity) in western
democracies. Taylor asserts that radical identity management is embedded in a liberal view
and follows two main models of politics: a “politics of difference-blind”, which focuses
on the idea of the recognition of the unique identity of each individual or group, and a
“politics of equal dignity” that relies on the idea of equal dignity for all the citizens (Taylor
1992, p. 42). However, both models have followed the notion of public good, have failed to
manage the problem of recognition, and have promoted a discriminatory view of identity.

Other scholars have severely criticized multiculturalism, which they consider ob-
solete and unable to provide a practical explanation of the complexity of the current
social and political reality (Chapman 2010; Ercan 2012; Levey 2009). Postmulticulturalism
(Kymlicka 2010; Vertovec 2010) was then expected to better understand present social and
political changes, such as the changing nature of global migration, new social formations,
and the persistently weak socioeconomic standing of immigrant and ethnic minorities
(Vertovec 2010). Postmulticulturalism might help to better accommodate social minorities
and foster, at the same time, national identities.

However, postmulticulturalism entails significant paradoxes, for it reinforces rather
than counteracts the problematic features of multiculturalism (Gozdecka et al. 2014, p. 51).
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In recent years, the narrative of the integration of migrants in Europe appeals to a hi-
erarchical view of the society, promotes the imposition of western values, and does not
fully recognizing the possibility that the cultural dynamics of immigrants can coexist with
the culture of the host society. The white paper of the Council of Europe highlights that
“[Strategies for integration must necessarily cover all areas of society, and include social,
political and cultural aspects . . . ]” (Council of Europe 2008, p. 11). However, the vagueness
of its contents means that immigrants from nonwestern countries would have to abide by
the laws but also the cultural heritage of Europe.

3. Integration Policies and National Identity in Catalonia: A Taxonomy

After Pujol published his essay on Immigració: problema i esperança de Catalunya in 1976,
he defended his work by saying that he had intended to avoid jeopardizing Catalans.3

However, “behind this supposedly inclusive speech and politically correct, they exist
and have existed in Catalonia situations of marginalization and social exclusion towards
immigrants” (Clua 2014, p. 37). Pujol’s assumptions rely on a strong political agenda and
reveal the concern for setting a benchmark for the nationalist project. He adopts orthodox
“cultural politics” (Vertovec 2011) to foster a collective national identity; maybe to claim for
a sovereign state or the right to decide which relationship with Spain Catalonia deserves
(Vázquez 2013b; Guibernau 2014).

The idea of “being Catalan” is embedded in historical essentialism muddled with
geographical conditions, for it claims that “the set of mountains, plains, rivers, wetlands,
forests, beaches, caves that constitute the territory of Catalonia, has contributed powerfully
to make the Catalan as they are. It has helped to cut out the character of people of
Catalonia” (Parés and Borràs 1999, p. 4). Thus, “being Catalan” entails the assumption of
propositions that conceive the nation of Catalonia as fixed and homogeneous entities that
express the particular spirit of a particular people—the people of Catalonia—who remain
circumscribed to a culture, a history and a territory.

During the 2010 regional elections, Artur Mas appealed to a strong emotional political
message through the slogan “the will of the people”. Mas had a specific idea about
the significance of the “people of Catalonia” which proved to be a very closed concept
determined according to a racial construction. For him, “Catalan cultural DNA is shaped
during the belonging to the Franco-Germanic world. Thus, something must remain in our
DNA, because Catalans have umbilical ties with their past that makes us more Germanic
and less Roman”.4 Otherness characterizes the construction of national identity in Catalonia.
For instance, the term “charnego” was coined to identify the children of mixed marriages
between Spanish migrants and native Catalan (Clua 2011; Aramburu 2016). However, the
term will later be extended to all native Catalan of Spanish descendants. Montserrat Clua
i Faine places the origin of the word around the 1490s however, she explains that it was
from the 1970s that it acquired a pejorative meaning in Catalonia (Clua 2011, p. 67).

This racial conception of Catalan identity has deeply stained the perceptions of inte-
gration policies. Two dimensions constitute the backbone of Catalan integration policies:
(1) participation in public culture and (2) promoting the Catalan language to build public
culture. Catalan authorities conceive integration programs to promote participation in
public life and coexistence in a religious plurality by maintaining a good level of coexis-
tence and offering many people opportunities for better lives (Generalitat 2014). However,
politics has often been limited to more or less rigid protocols, which have not been far
beyond the providing of language assistance to newcomers and public officers (Carbonell
2006). Integration politics often relies on discriminatory programs influenced by political
discourses (Rubio-Carbonero and Zapata-Barrero 2017).

The action program of Catalan identity politics pursues the purpose of the educational
success of the children of immigrants, social inclusion of vulnerable groups of immigrants,
and access to public services by immigrants (Generalitat 2017, pp. 22–23). Such a proposal
may achieve the recognition and inclusion of all, regardless of their origin and cultural back-
ground. Political participation in Catalonia is salient in the political slogans underpinning
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the moral standards of the institutions. However, the achievement of equality, inclusion,
diversity, and respect remains a basic discourse, and its implementation is superfluous. For
instance, equal opportunities for all is still at the stage of conceptualization and the right to
vote of immigrants is subordinate to external factors despite the endowment of institutions
on this issue.

The Catalan language is considered the “common public language for all citizens”
(Generalitat 2008). For instance, in 2004, Catalonia’s authorities launched the schooling
plan for migrant children who were born outside of Catalonia and arrived at schooling
age. This was supposed to be a pragmatic action program to achieve the full integration
(Carbonell 2006, p. 9). However, it embraces the ideological assumption that the teach-
ing of the Catalan language determines the interaction of students from other countries
(Generalitat 2005). Doubtlessly, the content was not intended or designed to be adapted to
the needs of the immigrant’s children. On the contrary, it requires that migrant children
adapt to the cultural reality of Catalonia. That poses the serious problem of learning for
most immigrant children, especially those of Black African communities.

Migrant integration has been a controversial social issue to which institutions and
concerned agents have tried to provide some solutions. For instance, in 2008, left wing
political parties and nonprofit organizations signed an intersectional pact called Pacte
Nacional per a la Inmigració, “Immigration National Pact” (Generalitat 2008). The content
bears on an assumption of multiculturalism even though, according to Artur Mas, it was a
simple declaration of intentions. Meanwhile, Mas proposed to subordinate the citizenship
of migrants to an effective integration to Catalan culture. The idea is that immigrants must
identify themselves with Catalan cultural background and identity.5 Josep Antoni Duran i
Lleida6 would go further, declaring that “not everyone fits here, and those who have to
stay have to be perfectly integrated”7.

Arguably, some categories of migrants from west African countries who arrived in
Catalonia en masse between 2000 and 2008 are seen by Duran i Lleida and Artur Mas as
a threat to Catalans’ culture and ways of life. The crucial point of this controversy is that
the integration process begins with the migrant’s contact with the host society, but we
can hardly attest to when it ends. Cultural and administrative barriers raised during the
process turn migrants into residual citizens and mere consumers of public services. For
instance, the implementation of most proposals of integration is performed by the political
parties. Likewise, CDC founded the Fundació Nous Catalan (New Catalans Foundation) to
promote newcomers’ integration in Catalan society. That project was an extension of the
Casa Gran del Catalanisme (the great house of Catalanism), conceived by Artur Mas himself
in 2007, to “refound the idea of being Catalan”8.

A section assigned to the Black Africans was created within Fundació Nous Catalan
and was named Espai Afrocatalan (the place for Afrocatalan). “The place for Afrocatalan”
was intended to promote the participation of Black Africans in Catalonia. However, the
purpose of the organization was focused on promoting Catalan culture, language, and
militancy for Catalonia independence. Inclusion into socalled public culture only exists in
political discourses (Sepa Bonaba 2017, p. 337). The manager of the “place for Afrocatalan”
had to file a lawsuit against Fundació Nous Catalans for nonpayment of his salary for two
years.9

Moreover, despite the ambitious agenda on integration and cultural diversity, the de-
bate on racism in Catalonia is downplayed in theoretical studies on diversity management.
On the contrary, due to the implication of national identity for the integration of migrants,
Catalan institutions normalize the exclusion/inclusion of minorities such as Black Africans.
Beyond the tolerance of racist arguments that link national identity and the management of
identity politics, racism remains taboo for Catalan institutions. This institutional racism is
based on a perverted alteration of cultural and sociological difference, which appears as a
question of a relationship with the “other”, but which are instrumentalized and broadcasted
by the public institutions.
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Practices such as racial/ethnic profiling by the police, the harshness of renting a house,
and hate crimes are common in Catalonia (Añón et al. 2013; Garcia Matin and Sánchez
2020). Despite Catalan institutions trying to project an image of a diverse and inclusive
society, the celebration of public events, sponsored by institutions, promote phenomena
like blackface. These remarks point out Black peoples’ invisibility in public spaces. Beyond
the actions of nongovernmental organizations like SOS Racism10, there are no concrete
politics against racism. The defense of diversity Catalan institutions pursue consists of
absorbing Black African cultural dynamics into a public culture, which does not differ
from fostering Catalan cultural hegemony. However, we have to remember that cultural
diversity does not mean the domestication of the culture of the other.

4. Black African Cultural Dynamics

The Black African community is racially homogeneous but very diverse ethnically
and culturally. However, colonialism has obscured such “social divergence”. Western and
Arab domination created conditions for the emergence of new subjectivities and identities
in African societies. Some identities of Black Africans are products of their interaction
with other civilizations (Glissant 1997, 2006). Arguably, Black African cultural dynamics in
Catalonia would be difficult to understand without examining its colonial legacy. In fact,
the colonial legacy of Equatoguineans continues to influence their relationship with the
rest of the Black Africans in Catalonia.

However, the main differences between the Equatoguinean and Senegalese’s cultural
dynamics in Catalonia are religious, linguistic, and intergroup relational (Sow 2003). In
addition to this, the arrival of boat peoples from Senegal to the Spanish coasts and the popu-
larity of street vendors, known as “top manta”11 have determined the main image we often
have of the Senegalese in Spain/Catalonia. These two phenomena have overshadowed the
reality and complexity of the Senegalese community in Catalonia. These differences are
crucial when analyzing the groups’ concerns, how their collectives are organized, and their
relation with the phenomenon of national identity and integration politics in Catalonia.

4.1. Equatoguineans between Colonial Legacy and Cultural Dynamics

Donato Ndongo highlights the burden of the colonial legacy by considering the na-
tional Culture of Equatoguineans as “undeniably Hispano-Bantu” (de Castro Rodríguez
2019, p. 246). This statement underpins an ontological conflict. It shows that there is no
single definition of Equatoguineans as one people and that the colonial alienation had pro-
foundly provoked the “culturally anaesthesia” of Equatoguinean intellectuals (Evita 1996).
The self-identification with the Spanish culture that claims Donato relies on his assumption
of the colonial legacy. However, despite this cultural alienation, Equatoguineans collectives
have been struggling to preserve part of their collective memory, like most Black Africans.

For instance, Juan Balboa’s (1985) autobiographical novel narrates the ambivalence and
ontological conflict among Equatoguineans. Despite the sophisticated Christian education
he received in Spain, the protagonist decides to return to his homeland, on the island of
Bioko, to become involved in recovering the traditional spirituality of the Bubi people. In
María Nsue-Angué’s (2008) novel, we can appreciate the sorrows of N’nanga, Ekomo’s
wife, for having to bury the corpse of Ekomo in Spain and against the traditional beliefs of
her people. In this novel, Maria rescues the figure of the elder, the Father of Nnanga, who
guides her to recover her traditional identity. These traits are characteristics of traditional
African Societies.

The point is to know which dimension of Equatoguineans’ subjectivity is subordinated
to the Spanish/Catalan colonial legacy. It is well known that colonial governmentality
consisted of exacerbating ethnic confrontation among the colonized society. “The colonial
government began to practice a policy of separation of different ethnic groups, favour-
ing, above all, Bubies and Ndowes, and presenting them in the eyes of the Fang as the
smartest, hard-workers, intelligents and, therefore wealthier. On the contrary, the Fang
were lazy, uneducated, and poor. Still, they represented a permanent danger to the Bubis”
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(Ndongo 1977, p. 74). The implications of such considerations on the relationship between
the groups is crucially dire.

Although Equatorial Guinea became independent from Spain in 1968, the colonial
rationality is perpetuated by postcolonial political elites (Mbana 2004). The different ethnic
groups find themselves in a new political reality and social context where the notion of
national identity is displaced by the “Witchcraft of the Fangs” (Mbana 2004, p. 45). Mbana
points out that postcolonial nationalism toils with the dynamics of subjugation led by
the dominant group of the Fang people. The distortion and perversion of the history of
Equatoguineans impacts the relationship between the different groups, both in Equatorial
Guinea and the Diaspora, mainly present in Spain.

Catalonia became the homeland of many Equatoguineans fleeing the atrocities of
the dictatorship of Francisco Macias (1968–1979) followed by the current dictator, Obiang
Nguema. One can expect that the historical connections that tie Equatoguineans to their
colonial legacy continue to influence the intergroup relations of the different groups.
However, it is important to pay attention to tensions between Spanish mainstream cultural
heritage and Equatoguineans’ ways of life. Equatoguineans in Catalonia have created
new spaces and set up new forums to talk about themselves and tell their histories and
experiences. For years, they organized events and established forums to transmit their
histories, values, and culture, and to teach their children their languages. They undertake
a collective project to remember and practice their traditions and spiritualties, tell their
stories and rewrite their history outside Spanish/Catalan institutions.

The collective dynamics of Equatoguineans is not often linked to the national identity
of their country of origin, nor to the Black African cultural demonstration. The weight of
the Spanish cultural heritage often inhibits their possibilities of undertaking a challenge to
Spanish/Catalan institutions. Their closeness to the Spanish/Catalan cultural background
and the disconnection with Black Africans have possible explanations. Sharing part of the
Spanish/Catalan cultural heritage entails an ontological commitment. Equatoguineans
use the Spanish language and their children born in Catalonia speak both Catalan and
Spanish. Even the children of those married to their fellow (racially and ethnically speaking)
communicate between themselves in Spanish or Catalan. Most of them do not even speak
the African language of their parents (Sepa Bonaba 1993, p. 33). However, the reaction of
Equatoguineans before the Catalan integration policy is marked by a cultural duality.

4.2. The Preserving the Collective Memories among the Equatoguineans

“I have been living in Catalonia since I was seventeen, and I somehow feel Catalan.
However, I cannot stop being Bubi for it”.12 Most Equatoguineans have achieved primary
studies before their arrival in Spain, and many others have continued to higher education
(Fall 2017). This means that integration into the host society is less problematic than that
which we can understand among other Black Africans. The cultural background and
their concern for political life are quite different from most of the Black African collective.
Although their collective’s fragmentation weakens the intergroup relationship within their
community and among Black Africans. However, the vindication of their peculiarities has
maintained their cultural dynamism.

The Equatoguinean collective in Catalonia (but also in other parts of Spain) founded
four sociocultural associations, according to ethnic affiliation, to encourage sociability and
foster their traditional identities cultural identities. For example, the association Rieba-pua
groups the Bubi, the Viyil represents the Anobonese (ambö), the Fangs created the Biafang,
and the Ndowe founded Rhombe. These ethnic based associations had promoted successful
cultural events in Catalonia. Nevertheless, there is still a feeling of nonrecognition and
a lack of actions that promote their inclusion. “During thirty years our associations are
involved in organizing events to promote our culture. However, there is still no clear policy
to promote our participation as part of the society.”13

Bubi collectives have been involved in organizing celebrations like the day of “E’lo
e Ritta” that allow them to bring their children together in a single space to teach some
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aspects of Bubi Culture and history. They also celebrate other events such as the Bisila and
the day of “E’lo oté e Ria”. These celebrations offer the opportunity to learn the traditional
Bubi spirituality and help to strengthen brotherhood. However, the particularity of these
events is the considerable trait of syncretism due to the influence of Christianism. All
these celebrations constitute a resistance mechanism against Catalan/Spanish cultural
assimilation.

Due to the reduced number of the collective membership, the Ambö founded the
association Viyil to foster intergroup relationships. Viyil means parliament in Annobonese.
The association enables Ambö to recreate a symbolic representation of the traditional
political sphere. The purpose consisted of promoting the Annobonese Culture among
native and other collectives while they inform about the reality of the island of Annobon
and the dictatorship of Equatorial Guinea. The Ambö selfpublished the “VIYIL” cultural
outreach magazine. According to the former president of the association, “Our main action
is focused on disseminating the pieces of information and the news they receive from
the Island of Anobon to denounce the repression of its people by the Obiang Ngeuma’s
dictatorship.”14.

Although some of these associations still exist officially, most of them are no longer
operating. We must bear in mind that the particularity of the Equatoguinean community
(e.g., its fragmentation and its ethnic orientation) in Catalonia complicates the articulation
of collective dynamics. However, the lack of support from public institutions makes it
difficult to develop cultural activities through their associations. The promotion of cultural
events undertaken by these collectives would foster diversity. Since some characteristics
of Equatoguineans’ cultural dynamics reflect some aspect of cultural resistance, an anal-
ysis of the relationship between the Senegalese’s cultural practices can reveal interesting
information to continue to deal with ontological conflict.

4.3. Senegalese Collective Consciousness and the Question of Representation

The first Senegalese associations created in Catalonia were informal organizations
that brought together immigrants from a specific area (town, village or region) in Senegal.
They were mainly focused on gathering funds to help members who were sick, expatriate
corpses, assist their fellows in administrative regularization, job search and housing (Giró-
Miranda and Romeu 2013). However, as the population of Senegalese migrants in Catalonia
increased, the registration of associations went up as well. Around 2015, the Senegalese
community had registered almost 200 associations, but only about 80 were operating.
The majority of these associations were founded to undertake social and communitarian
projects (school, hospitals, services) in their area of origin.15

The community undertook a collective dynamic to promote intergroup relationships
between the different organizations and strengthen ties with their country of origin. Hence,
in 2003, they founded the Federation of Senegalese Associations of Catalonia (CASC).
Therefore, the priority of the CASC is to carry out a diagnosis to find the tools that enable
them to combine different sensibilities around the specific issues that affect the Senegalese
community.

The strategy of CASC consists of promoting dialogue between Catalan institutions
and the community, while fostering their members’ religious and traditional practices. This
allows them to filter some information and avoid a possible crash. Although most the asso-
ciations are not affiliated—due to the informal nature and the programmatic orientations—
CASC constitutes one of the best solutions for cultural intermediation. Founded by an
immigrant community, its institutional dimension makes it the ideal interlocutor between
Senegalese collectives and Catalan institutions.

Senegalese migrants deploy dynamics to correct some discriminatory aspects of
integration policies that harm the interest of their community members. Due to cultural
and linguistic barriers, many Senegalese have to struggle to fulfil the schooling of their kids
in an environment that requires them to become a citizen under the new cultural burden of
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Catalanity. The context poses a challenge, for compulsory schooling does not fit with the
traditions and the reality of the majority of Senegalese migrants.

Most Senegalese migrants are Muslim, which means that most were sent to Koranic
school during their childhood. Consequently, even if their children have to attend public
school in Catalonia, it is common to see an informal organization of Senegalese that allows
them to send their kids to afternoon classes to learn Koran and Islam’s practices. Moreover,
due to the French colonial heritage, official public education in Senegal is highly elitist
(Sabatier 1978). It is common in Senegal to abandon basic schooling to learn a trade or
profession in an informal school.

We should add that some aspects of Catalan integration policies provoke negative
attitudes towards Catalan institutions among Senegalese communities. There is neither an
explicit protocol nor a clear idea about including foreign culture in the teaching of migrant
children. Catalan integration policies propose generic texts where specific mentions are
made to inclusion and equal opportunity for all, but when push comes to shove, each
school manages matters as they please. This induces some parents’ lack of participation
in public spaces, such as school’s parents’ clubs, where their presence is crucial for their
children’s schooling.

Leaders of the Senegalese collectives are aware of this problem, and they know that
“Catalan institutions will not facilitate access to public spaces. They probably don’t know
how to do it, because they ignore our reality. That is why we will have to conquer those
spaces by our own strategies”.16 CASC has implemented different programs to fill the gap
created by the integration policies. The strategy of CASC can be considered a cultural
resistance, for their cultural dynamics are focused on creating a space for participation
in their community while maintaining institutional relations with Catalan institutions.
Despite this close relationship, being or becoming Catalan is not a concern.

4.4. The Dynamics of Cultural Resistance

The Senegalese filmmaker, Ousmane Sembène, depicts the clash of civilizations
(African, European and Arabic) in his film Ceddo (Sembène 1977). Ceddo is about the be-
ginning of French colonization in the 19th century while Islam, through the Almoravids17,
was consolidating its influence in Senegal. During colonization, two forms of cultural
movements—led by Muslim leaders and native popular communities—emerged simulta-
neously to wage resistance against the colonizers.18 The Islamic brotherhood then focused
their religious practices and preached to contain French cultural alienation (Grandhomme
2009; de Jong 2010; Diouf 2000; Bruschi 2005). Encouraging nonviolence in the resistance
against Western cultural domination, these religious organizations remain influential in
the social life of the Senegalese.

In Catalonia, there is a strong representation of these religious brotherhoods. As in
their country of origin, Senegalese migrants replicate the cultural dynamics and forms
of organization of the Islamic brotherhoods. Likewise, murid celebrate the Magal to
remember Ahmadou Bamba’s ostracism by the French colonial administration from 1895
to 1907. Members of the Malick Sy brotherhood and Baay Ibrahim Ñas identify themselves
with the tijaniyah. The Malick Sy brotherhood followers proclaim themselves tijan, while
the followers of Ibrahim Ñas coin the appellation talibe baay (disciples of Baay). They
celebrate events following the tijaniyah calendar but also with the so called Gamu (spiritual
retirement). The brotherhood of the Layen is very singular among Senegalese religious
organizations. In Senegal, they are mostly settled in the suburb of Dakar. In Catalonia,
members of the Layen brotherhood celebrate the anniversary of the death of Limamou
Laye every year.

The Dahira (Islamic school and place of spiritual retirement) is the name given to
the Senegalese Islamic brotherhood organizations. The membership of a Dahira is open
to everyone, and the Dahiras are known for their hospitality towards newcomers. Most
of them play the role of “social house” for immigrants in need of help. Due to their
religious patterns, the Dahiras are the best organized and operating organizations among
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the Senegalese immigrant collective. They are autonomous, nonprofit and selffinanced
organizations that often carry out their activities outside the institutional framework.

We have eight Dahira of the murid brotherhood in Catalonia, seven Dahira of tijaniya
(two of them are managed by the Talibe baay), and four Dahira of layen. Membership nei-
ther requires belonging to a specific ethnic group nor being from a particular part of Senegal
or the world.19 Dahiras do not defend ties to a region, a city or town of Senegal. They
do not even claim Senegalese nationality. Each of these organizations has its calendar of
events related to a specific moment of their history. The organization of these events serves
to ground their collective consciousness and strengthen their intergroup relationships.

Apart from the Muslim brotherhood, Christianity’s followers also have their com-
munities and organize their activities both in parallel and in close collaboration with
Senegalese non-Christians. Most of these collectives carry out their events outside institu-
tions’ umbrella. Their relations with Catalan institutions are insignificant and often limited
to petitioning public spaces for important events when access to public spaces is necessary.

5. Claiming Particularities: Struggles against Exclusion and Racism

Almost thirty five years have passed since La dialéctica de la identidad en Cataluña (the
dialectic of identity in Catalonia) by Andrés Barreda (1985). Barrera’s study contains an in-
depth sociological reflection to understand the complex phenomenon of group identities. It
highlights the political rhetoric in the national identity building and strengthening process
in Catalonia. A decade ago, Javier Pérez Andujar published Paseos con mi madre (Pérez
Andujar 2011), which was followed by Jorge Javier Vázquez’ autobiographical novel, La
vida iba en serio (Vázquez 2013a). Despite the long horizon that separates these later two
publications and Andrés Barrera’s work, we remain at a crucial point of cultural clash in
Catalonia that underpins otherness and racism in Catalan public institutions.

Desirée Bela-Lobedde’s (2018) autobiographical book is part of the important produc-
tions of Black African descendants in Catalonia. “Being a black woman in Spain” intends
to spark a debate on the burning issue of recognition in Catalonia, but also Spain. As an
oeuvre of denunciation, Desirée does not claim for her Africanness, although she raises
some interesting questions about the feeling of being black or Blackness. The text lacks a
solid theoretical basis to enable the criticism of racism, and the style is very typical of a
personal blog. However, Desirée achieved the goal of pointing out the discrimination and
racism surrounding access to public spaces. As a young lady born to an African parent,
the testimony of Desirée is valuable for understanding the context of social exclusion
in Catalonia.

While the Senegalese and Equatoguineans cultural dynamics are marked by the
consciousness of being part of groups shaped by culture and history, the strategy of
Black African descendants focuses on the struggle against racism. In recent years, Black
African descendants have undertaken some cultural dynamics.20 We can see that their
concern remains focused on the struggle against racism. Born in Catalonia/Spain, the
agenda of Black African descendants substantially differed from that of their parents. Their
aspirations are no longer the preservation of African cultural heritage. Moreover, for them,
African cultures represent a “ghosted sanctuary”. Self definition and self representation
became the basis of creating an imaginative world, where they can create conditions for
the redemption of the Black community.

The dynamics of Black African descendants are mainly framed in discourse production.
Their agenda and program action aim to reject the homogeneity of the Catalan society to
claim a space for the expression of their particularity. Silvia Albert’s plays, such as no es
pais para negras “This is no country for negroes” (2016), provides us with some ideas with
which to understand the concerns of Black African descendants. As Silvia herself states: “I
was born and raised in a country where my nationality is not recognized because I have a
different skin colour . . . I grew up with the feeling of not belonging anywhere”.21 This self
schema depicts a psychological fissure where the idea of being and belonging points out
the problem of presence and representation.
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Due to the complexity of cultural encounters in an environment marked by deep
alienation and the social rejection of difference, this collective often deal with the crucial
question of the social construction of “black identity”. An awareness of the social condition-
ing of the idea of being and belonging to a marginalized community brings them to assume
their Blackness. They try to answer so many questions: What does it mean to be black or
African in Spain/Catalonia? Are they blacks, Africans or “Afro–Catalan/Afro–Spanish
etc.”? What does it mean to be Afro–Spanish/Afro–Catalan? Does the Catalan/Spanish
national identity offer them the possibility to build their black referents? This conflict of
identity underpins the traumatic self schema caused by the nonrecognition of racial and
ethnic diversity and the rejection of the cultural background of their progenitors.

Some performances undertaken by Black African descendants in Catalonia show that
their strategies remain a rejection of the stereotyped and discriminatory construction of
the Catalan national identity. They experienced a trauma (of being nowhere), nourished
by the genealogies of misery and the historical humiliation of the black nations due to
slavery and colonization. Frantz Fanon described this psychological trauma: “In almost
every case; we could see that the symptoms were, so to speak, like residues of emotional
experiences” (Fanon 1963, p. 111). Fanon emphasizes that “it was not always a single event
that was the cause of the symptom; most often, on the contrary, it arose out of multiple
traumas, frequently analogous and repeated” (Ibid). Arguably, the collective memory
of Black African descendants is often linked to traumatic scenes, wherein they represent
“enemic residues” (Ibid).

Almost all of Silvia’s plays are about racism and Black invisibility in Spanish/Catalan
society. Both “No es pais para negras” and “blackface y otras verguenzas” depicts how
Black African descendants are exposed to exclusion and humiliation both by society and
Catalan public institutions. Silvia writes: “ they do not realize that we are black, in fact, in
Catalonia they are so busy with their affairs that they have not acknowledged that Black
women exist" (Albert Sopale 2021, p. 341). As Desirée Bela, Silvia Albert does not claim
an Africanness, nor the cultural background of Catalonia. Moreover, Silvia aims to raise
the voices of Black African descendants to draw attention to their presence and claim their
rights to be accounted not as passive citizens, but as an active part of society. That is, the
claim is to be accounted for according to their particularities. It is a claim to be who they
are and not what Catalan institutions want them to be.

Edouart Glissant (1997) explored the shallowness of judging the other according to
one standard cultural autarchy, which loses sight of the exultant divergence of humanities.
The interesting point to be emphasized here is that the possibility of being Catalan might
not need to be defined by institutions; it does not have to be fixed or static and bounded by
an essentialist understanding of national identity. The idea of being and belonging implies
that every human being should consider the opacity of the other. Since to feel in solidarity
with the other and build with her/him or to like what he/she does, it is not necessary
to grasp him/her. It is not necessary to become him/her, nor to make him/her in one’s
image (Glissant 1997, p. 193). Indeed, the claim of Black Africans and their descendants is
more than a claim for recognition. It is also a struggle against racism and the defense of
radical diversity.

6. Results: The Charnegroes and the Emergence of a Body Politic

Considering the context of globalization, we can argue that the dynamics of Black
Africans and their descendants rely on a cross cultural construction of identity from a
cosmopolitan perspective. For instance, based on the idea of the Teranga, a Wolof term
that means hospitality and building community, Senegalese associations are more than
cultural organizations, for they remain open to all and serve as a mechanism of conflict
resolution and peacebuilding. These are social groups where people gather efforts to help
the community, celebrate a wedding, build a hospital in a town of origin, and build the
relationship between their host society and their country of origin. The development
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of cultural dynamics and collective actions of Senegalese is inextricably linked to the
environment and the conditions of departure.

However, Black Africans in Catalonia give a critical place to the conservation of the
culture and the histories that have been transmitted to them for generations. The aim
of both Equatoguineans and the Senegalese is to transmit the cultural legacy of their
communities (bubi, fang, wolof, Mandinka etc.) to their descendants without a specific
focus on national identity. Some of them have partially achieved this task. “When asked
for her origin, my daughter, born in the Sant Pablo hospital in Barcelona of a Catalan father,
often answers that she is Equatoguinean. She does not refer to the nationality of Equatorial
Guinea but to her Bubi cultural heritage”.22 This means that Black African migrants focus
on fostering spirituality, telling stories, and promoting folklore to produce and maintain
their collective memory while creating a space for representation.

Keeping in mind the description that surrounds the conceptual vagueness of being
African or “Afro” in Catalonia/Spain, Black African descendants’ strategy rejects the racist
assumptions of Pujol’s notion of “being Catalan” that poses the serious problem of being
citizens. For instance, “when I arrived in Catalonia I could read and count in French.
However, they put me in a separate class where I was supposed to learn Catalan while
my colleagues learned mathematics and English.”23 Figures like Silvia would become the
spokespeople of Black African descendants in their struggle against racism and exclusion.
Silvia offers, through theatre, the possibility to create a discourse that enables the resolution
of two critical questions: the representation of real Black people and visualizing the reality
of Black African descendants.

The agenda of Black African descendants differs radically from that of their parents.
They do not seek to recreate a space of “Africanity” to reproduce the folklore their parents
intended to preserve and promote. Instead, they experience a feeling of strangeness in
their contact with Africa. Indeed, ties with Africa are full of images they created to fill the
gap. Their imagination relies on a strange emotional relationship with Africa, shaped by
broadcasting misery and the “backwardness” of the Black African fleeing the continent.
The collective consciousness of Black African descendants is shaped by their individual
experience and collective exclusion within Catalan/Spanish society.

To build the self image of an empowered Black community, Black African descendants
select some references based on racial elements. The self referenced and self represented
heroes are often selected from the Black diaspora (often among the Black heroes of the
Americas). In their racially built identity, Africa is often superseded by the concept “Afro”.
The part of the history of Africa they claim is the one that took place before the slave trade
of Black Africans and colonization. The reproduction of the glorious past of Africa helps
them to fill the gap created by a single history, where being Black is a synonym of being
savage, backward and naïve. In sum, one can argue that the postcolonial Africa of their
parents cannot offer them anything other than wars, diseases, misery, and death. In terms
of cultural expression and dynamics, the relationship with postcolonial Africa is practically
the same as any white European.

I call this category of Black African descendants the charnegroes. Etymologically, charne-
groe is the merging of the Spanish term Charnego and the English word “negroes”. This
“play on words” allows me to emphasize two basic ideas: ontologically, being charnegroe
describes the idea of being black in a white dominant European society and rejects the
political project of reifying citizens, such as in Catalonia. It is an act of refusal of Black
African descendants in Catalonia that points out the complexity of cultural encounters and
captures a significant self invention required in the challenge of the Catalan hegemonic
cultural background.

The concept of charnegroe rejects the negative description of the Catalan discriminatory
word of charnego. Being a charnegroe is an election compared to the institutional and
imposed concepts of (Afro)Catalan and (Afro)spanish, which emphasize a duality between the
“African identity” and the Catalan national identity. By addressing the cultural dynamics
of Senegalese and Equatoguineans migrants, we have seen that being African entails
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a conceptual vagueness. If Africa itself is an invention (Mudimbe 1988), and although
Africanness serves to reflect the cultural unity among African peoples (Diop 1979), thus we
can argue that being “Afro . . . ” is a way of downplaying and excluding particularities.

There is a need for a practical explanation of being a Black African descendant beyond
the trauma of slavery and colonization. From the understanding of postcolonial claims
and the phenomenon of global migration, being charnegroe opposes the notion of Afrocata-
lan/Afrospanish, since the use of the epithet “Afro” (in Afro–Catalan, Afro–Spanish, etc.)
does not provide anything except shaping a subcategory of Catalan/Spanish identity. More-
over, this “Afro epithetism” represents the construction of a “subaltern identity” which
encapsulates the categories of Black Africans in an imaginary way, based on the genealogy
of the race without denouncing racism. For instance, being Afro–Catalan—which some of
Black African descendants identify themselves as—reproduces the very idea of Catalanism
promoted by Catalan institutions as the foundation of Nous Catalans. It is nourished by a
Eurocentric understanding of identity and highlights the nationalist and Jacobin character
of belonging.

By conceptualizing the charnegroes, I also propose the possibility of escaping “nominal”
Africanness. By so doing, charnegroe does not engage with an Afropolitan description of a
diasporic identity (Mbembe 2007) since they do not seek a cosmopolitan African identity.
On the contrary, the racial identity of the charnegroes imbibes Black African descendants’
collective awareness in the building process of a body politic not necessarily connected
to their African roots. The concept of charnegroe is then framed by cultural mobility, and
the lived experiences of the descendants of Black Africans in a particular time and place,
for instance, Catalonia, as we have seen. In this sense, the claims of the charnegroes neither
embrace the Eurocentric construction of identity nor a universalist subalternity.

Ultimately, the concept of charnegroe describes the being in the world of Black African
descendants, despite the will of Catalan institutions to place them into a taxonomy of
national identity, appealing to false recognition and permissive cultural diversity. However,
the self referring identity based on Blackness and belonging to a “Black nation”, spread
by black African descendants, sparks a passionate debate to be explored in depth. As far
as Frantz Fanon puts it in a very provocative way: “ . . . the expression black nation is an
entity, . . . once cultural influences are removed, nothing else remains” (Fanon 2001, p. 26).

7. Conclusions

Arguably, common sense would provide us with an adequate means of determining
people’s association with the society to which they belong, instead of stereotypical ideas
that tend to lead towards dogmatic proclamations to build nationhood. Ontological
commitment among Black Africans and their descendants takes place in a sociopolitical
tension. The claim for a national identity underpins the praise of the Catalan “differential
fact” from Spaniards. After the organization of the referendum of October 2017, it became
clear to the world that Catalans have their particularity, and their voices deserve to be heard.
For the first time, Black Africans and their descendants could observe that even those who
share their main cultural traits want to point out their differences. The Catalan/Spanish
dispute then poses a dilemma of “being” and belonging for Black Africans and their
descendants in Catalonia.

It was then justified for Black African descendants in Catalonia to claim their particu-
larity and rights beyond the colonial legacy and postcolonial trauma. Their goal focuses
on an inverted axiological activity, which makes possible a valorization of the rejected.
This endowment of Blackness is brilliantly depicted by Jean-Paul Sartre24 and as Aimé
Césaire (2005) puts it poetically, Nègre je suis, nègre je resterai. While African immigrants
struggle to maintain a traditional cultural background, Black Africans’ descendants build a
new identity by claiming their Blackness. This metaphysical experience and ontological
claim of Black Africans coincided with the political experience of national identity building
in Catalonia.
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The cultural dynamics of Black Africans and their descendants are articulated around
three axes of agenda setting strategies: (1) The claim of inclusion and recognizing their
particularity in the society they belong, without having to adhere to the Catalan national
identity. (2) Strengthening the intergroup relationship among Black Africans to promote
collective consciousness. (3) Building new spaces for cultural representations of Black
Africans and expression, to address social challenges and the struggle against racism.
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Notes

1 For a better understing of postcolonialism please see (Said 1993; Mudimbe 1988; Nayar 2015; Radhakrishnan 1993; Bhabha
1994). Postcolonialism is a set of discursive methods that critically addresses modernity/postmodernity but also the postcolonial
context to “rethink” the contemporary world. Postcolonialism focuses on the histories and cultures of the peoples, races, and
groups excluded by imperialism and hegemonic cultures

2 Etymologically, I create this term from the merging of the Spanish term charnego and the English word “negroes”. This “play on
words” allows me to emphasize two basic ideas that encompass the concept of charnegroe.

3 Pujol write an opinion article to answer the critics on his book the text is still available online in the newpaper “El Pais”:
https://elpais.com/diario/1977/03/25/espana/228092428_850215.html (accessed on 15 November 2020).

4 The full declaration of Artur Mas is available in the online version la Vanguardia. http://www.lavanguardia.com/magazine/
20120224/54258645650/arturmas-generalitat-psoe-pp-cataluna.html. (I made the translation and adaptation of the original
speech). (accessed on 15 November 2020).

5 See the argument of Artus Mas’s original statement in https://directe.larepublica.cat/noticia/11423/mas-veu-el-pacte-dimmigracio-
com-un-acord-incomplet-i-delega-la-signatura-11423 (accessed on 15 November 2020).

6 Josep Antoni Duran i Lleida was one of the leaders of the coalition of political party CIU, the political formation of Jordi Pujol
headed by Artus Mas.

7 The original speech in Catalan was “Aquí no hi cap tothom, i els que hi caben han d’estar plenament integrats”; the press
conference of Duran I Lleida was held on on 14 May 2007 and is available on the website of naciodigital https://www.
naciodigital.cat/index.php?seccio=noticies&accio=veure&id=5945 (accessed on 15 November 2020).

8 The article on the idea of the big house of Catalanism was published on 30 June 2014 in the newspaper Ara, and it is available at
https://www.ara.cat/politica/casa-gran-catalanisme-precedent-desus_1_2882490.html (accessed on 20 November 2020).

9 See interview with Edmundo Sepa Bonaba, the exdirector of Espai Afrocatala. https://www.elmundo.es/cataluna/2016/06/20
/5766c70aca4741da578b45ab.html (accessed on 10 January 2021).

10 Since 1995, SOS Racismo has published a yearly report on racism in Spain. the reports are available through https://sosracismo.
eu/informe-sos/ (accessed on 10 November 2020).

11 Street vending is a cultural practice among the Senegalese community in Spain. It is enough to visit the ecosystem of Spanish
cities to realize that most of those involved in selling in the street are Senegalese immigrants. Most of them are from rural areas.
They start selling items on the street to survive in harsh living conditions. However, we should recognize that street vending is
also a cultural practice. The practice of street selling is so widespread in the country of origin that it has given rise to terms like
gorgorlu, a Wolof word that means “to get by as you can”. Street vending activity has also given birth to other words using the
English jargon like “hustle-man”.

12 A face to face interview with guinean lady in Barcelona in Mayo 2019.
13 In a face to face interview with Guniean Lady ibid.
14 Phone interview with a member of the association Viyil, 12 November 2020.
15 In a phone conversation with the General Secretary of the Federation of the Senegalese Association of Catalonia (CASC), on 15

November 2020.
16 In conversation through Google Meet with the President of CASC, IN 12 November 2020.
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17 The Almoravids are an Arab tribe that dominated northern Africa and Spain during the second half of the 11th century and the
first half of the 12th.

18 While the colonizers occupied the political and economic life, the religious movement deployed strategies to prevent fashioning
the faith and belief of the “indigenous”. Spiritual leaders such as Ahmadou Bamba (1853–1927) founded the Murid brotherhood
inspired by the Islamic branch of Sufism (Mbacke 1998). Malick Sy (1855–1922) and Baay Ibrahima Ñas (1900–1975) would
follow his example, but these texts would be rather influenced by the Tijania, also an expression of North African Sufism. The
Layen brotherhood was founded by Limamou Laye (1843–1909). Limamou presented himself as the reincarnation of the prophet
of Islam. Then and now, his followers insist that he had a special supernatural gift that enabled him to mediate between them
and the almighty (Thomas 2012).

19 Phone interview with Abacar Thiakh, General coordinator of the Murid Dahira of Catalonia.
20 See for example Black Barcelona, the main event organized by Black descendants in Catalonia and where they focus the message

to build a sense of belonging through artistic demonstrations https://blackbarcelona.es/ (accessed on 5 January 2021).
21 My translation. The original text by Silvia is written in Spanish and it appears on the official website of the play to which I had

access on 25 December 2020. https://noespaisparanegras.es/no-pais-negras-teatro-negro-todos/punto-de-partida/ (accessed
on 25 December 2020).

22 In a face to face interview with Guinean Lady on 15 May 2019 at Altair book store.
23 Woman 25 years of Senegalese Origine, during an online debate organized by the CASC in December 2020.
24 One of the greatest French intellectuals who gives his support to the actors of the negritude movement, Jean-Paul Sartre prefaced

the anthology of the new negro and Malagasy poetry directed by Léopold Sédar Senghor (2002). The text of Sartre is considered
one of his greatest contributions to French literature.
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Abstract: The aim of this article is to contribute to the analysis of the structural racism and racializa-
tion that exists in Portugal against Roma people. Racialization takes place in various dimensions of
life, but we will focus here on issues of schooling and education, which were accentuated during
the COVID-19 pandemic and revealed a lack of social deprotection and inequalities between Roma
and non-Roma students. This analysis, focusing on the impact on young people attending secondary
education, is based on a qualitative study carried out in the Metropolitan Areas of Lisbon and Porto
using data from three focus groups and in-depth interviews with 33 secondary school students.
Several public policies currently cover the Roma/Ciganos, but social inequality persists in terms
of basic subsistence conditions and civic participation, as well as in the form of structural racism,
with little Roma participation in political life and the invisibility of representation. The situation has
worsened exponentially due to the COVID-19 pandemic, with the combination of “classic” forms of
racism and discrimination and the new forms of exclusion that have also appeared. We argue that
the implicit acceptance of poverty and marginalization among Roma people needs to be viewed as a
component of the racialization and antigypsyism to which they are subjected, and this dimension
needs to be further investigated by scientific agendas.

Keywords: Ciganos/Roma; racism; social inequalities; COVID-19 pandemic; Portugal

1. Introduction

Portuguese Roma are the biggest victims of racism in Portugal and of socio-economic
vulnerability, constantly confronted with xenophobic, racist attitudes and hate speech
by extreme right-wing political party members, as well as with hate comments on social
networks. Systemic and historical racism toward Roma is rooted in the social structures of
Portuguese society (Mendes 2007; Bastos et al. 2007; Marques 2013). The resurgence of racist
narratives, which incite hatred towards Roma people, are offensive and humiliating, and
legitimize structural and institutional inequalities, shows that throughout history, Roma
have been one of the main targets of historically systematic and structural discrimination
rooted in society and in the main institutions (Mendes 2007). These forms of everyday
racism are deep-rooted in Portuguese society, manifesting in everyday situations and
contexts in the lives of Roma people (Magano 2010) and frequently seen as trivial, “normal”
and legitimate (Mendes 2007).

In 2020, the world was confronted with a global pandemic that had and continues to
have an impact in all countries, not only in terms of people infected with the disease and
the death toll, but also due to its repercussions in diverse areas of daily and structural life,
such as employment and access to foodstuff and basic services. While we are experiencing
a situation that embodies a threat to each and every one of us, worldwide, there are strong
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asymmetries in the way that the virus affects different social groups and how people deal
with and manage these impacts.

The lockdown measures implemented by governments meant that a large number
of people have been prevented from exercising their professional activities, with the
consequent loss of income, in many cases by 100%. It should be noted that the closing of
schools and the wholesale adoption of online teaching are based on the assumption that
all families are able to source the necessary materials and technological resources to meet
these new educational needs.

This article seeks to expand our knowledge about a phenomenon that is still relatively
unknown, the persistence of the racialization processes of Roma people that are reflected
more sharply in times of social and economic crisis. Indeed, to date, there are not yet
any studies analyzing or assessing the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic among ethnic
cultural minorities, such as in the case of the Portuguese Roma and the reinforcement of
racism and discrimination against Roma within the pandemic context.

For the Portuguese Roma, the pandemic scenario has been even more serious, because,
in addition to exacerbating the banalization of anti-Roma attitudes, it has meant that the
families who lived under precarious conditions before the pandemic have experienced a
further worsening of their already disadvantaged position. In fact, many Roma parents
have low schooling levels or are illiterate, and simply do not have the technological
resources and digital knowledge to enable their children or young people to follow the
educational path established for the academic year. In the context of this analysis, the
argument of this article is based on the idea that the implicit acceptance of the poverty and
marginalization of the Roma people should be considered as a relevant dimension to the
process of racialization and antigypsyism to which they are subjected.

Based on the testimonies of Roma students who are resident in the metropolitan
areas of Lisbon and Porto and attend secondary education, and of various participants in
focus groups, we sought to examine the impacts of the pandemic on education pathways,
taking into account not only the social inequalities and the role of public policies, but also
exploring the responses of the school system, of the young people and of their families in
relation to the challenges facing them.

1.1. Race and Racism against Roma

Race constitutes a semantic nucleus around which identity systems (individual, group,
national) and ideological systems of social organization are organized. Race remains an
organizing idea/principle for the social and political life of human communities. It is still a
criterion for the access and distribution of socially significant resources. Race discourse can
often be used to mobilize individuals and groups in the struggle for power and for economic
and political resources, and can be a platform for class action (Anthias 1990). In this regard,
it is important to underline that racial classifications themselves are triggered and updated
with the aim of defending privileges, limiting access to power, and regulating competition
for access to socially and politically scarce positions and resources (Banton 1991).

The race category continues to be a sociologically relevant variable, insofar as the
observable physical and biological traits (skin color, hair texture, etc.) are social notions
that shape attitudes and behaviors. There has been a persistent trend for some time
toward making race an element of ethnicity, which is nothing more than a strategy to hide
segregationist intentions (Oommen 1994).

Racism encompasses a wide spectrum of phenomena, since it refers not only to aspects
of an ideological order (forms of biological, social and cultural classification and hierar-
chization), but also to the unintended practices and processes of unexpected consequences
(institutional racism), extending its meaning to all practices and activities that lead to the
subordination and continued exclusion of a given group, and to maintaining the domi-
nation of one group over another (Miles and Brown 2003). This inflation is explained by
historical reasons that are rooted in the interdependence of capitalist development, at the
expense of the exploitation of colonized populations (before the 20th century), and in the
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perpetuation of mechanisms of subordination, with the exploitation of immigrants from
the periphery by the center (Miles and Brown 2003). Over time, the concept has gained
sophistication and complexity and, in parallel with its inflation, Miles and Brown (2003)
allude to its conceptual deflation, claiming that, being more than a doctrine, racism must
be defined narrowly as an ideology in order to have some operational and analytical value.
Thus, although in the public arena there is a loss of importance of the belief that there
is a biological hierarchy of races, the “race” discourse continues as a kind of “myth of
eternal return”, accentuating the somatic traits and the attribution (positive or negative)
of certain characteristics to certain groups. The reification of racial and cultural difference
remains, even though the basic referents of racial discourse are no longer biological aspects.
Racist discourse uses ethnic categorizations, built around cultural, linguistic, territorial and
supposedly biological boundaries, perceived as an immutable and deterministic difference
(Anthias 1990). From Banton’s perspective, when someone defines another person as
belonging to another racial category, he is simultaneously giving him rights and obliga-
tions different from those attributed to members of the subject’s category of belonging
(Banton 1991).

Salomos and Back (1996) show racism as an exclusionary practice that can take differ-
ent forms. Wieviorka (1992) also points out that racism can be even more virulent when
cultural difference becomes inseparable from social exclusion, as, for example, in the case
of Roma.

It seems important to maintain the distinction between racism, discrimination and seg-
regation, although divergent positions are found in this regard. For Michel Wieviorka (1992)
discrimination and segregation are nothing more than concrete manifestations of racism.
Segregation refers to practices that place the racialized group at a distance and separate,
reserving its own, more or less restricted spaces, while discrimination imposes a different
treatment on the racialized group in different areas of social life, lowering the ways and
forms according to which one participates. Racial discrimination thus refers to the unequal
and unfavorable treatment of individuals, taking into account their racial origins. In addi-
tion to race, other criteria from which discriminatory behavior can be generated are color,
ancestry, national or ethnic origin, etc.

However, Roma are very susceptible to everyday racism, which is not only manifested
in impersonal and anonymous relationships, it also extends to the institutional sphere.
The concept of everyday racism thus allows its articulation at the micro-level (personal
experience) and the macro-level (institutional and ideological structures), thus perceiving
and perpetuating its continuity (Oommen 1994). For Essed (1991), this type of racism
materializes in a form of diversity ideology that underlies the anti-racist (flagrant) norm.
The author goes further and explains her manifestations: the objectification of the Other,
overestimating and exaggerating differences; the cultural defamation of the Other, implying
it is inferior and uncivilized; she also alludes to what she calls “Eurocentrism”. This
ideology of diversity is based on the objectification of the Other, tending to overestimate
and exaggerate differences, and it is often seen that these differences are more felt than
they are communicated and verbalized.

In addition, threat theory (Stephan and Stephan 2000) considers that different types
of threats correspond to different levels of prejudice against “outgroups”. For example,
realistic threats are related to issues of political power, economic resources and the ingroup’s
physical and material well-being. The symbolic threat is related to differences between
groups in terms of morals, values, beliefs and attitudes (Devos et al. 2002). According to
this model, in certain circumstances, these two types of threat are predictors of attitudes
towards Roma or immigrants (Mendes 2007).

1.2. The Racialization of Portuguese Roma

Article 13 of the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic establishes that all citizens
have the same social dignity and are equal before the law, and that no one can be privileged,
benefited, harmed, deprived of any right or exempt from any duty due to ancestry, sex, race,
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language, territory of origin, religion, political or ideological beliefs, education, economic
situation, social status or sexual orientation.

The frequent declarations that Portugal is not a racist country are recurrent considering
its colonial past and the coexistence of different peoples and cultures (Marques 2007), which
refers to a certain illusion of easy “Lusotropicalist” coexistence and reveals the denial of
racism in Portugal as an ideological and political construction. This ideology gives the
Portuguese special abilities in terms of relations with other peoples, namely, with Africans
(Vala 1999). The idea that the Portuguese are endowed with a special, radical tolerance,
according to Corkill and Eaton (1999, pp. 159–60), “in Portugal’s imperial past”, aligns
with the common claim that “racism does not exist or (at worst) is less pervasive among
Southern Europeans”.

Over time, the image that persists of Roma is a negative one, since the first complaints
that reached the Cortes more than 5 centuries ago to all the measures introduced in the
legislative framework until the implementation of its democratic system (25 April 1974).
Regarding the Roma population, it seems evident that there is a widespread attitude of
blatant racism, and it is even possible to obtain statements in which their perception as a
threat and a refusal of any intimacy is clear (Pettigrew and Meertens 1993). However, it is
also true that this attitude is combined with forms of subtle racism such as, for example,
the tendency to exaggerate differences and the refusal of positive feelings towards Roma.
In our view, a double perspective is widespread in this society: on the one hand, there are
representations that associate the group with a certain romanticism and mysticism; on the
other hand, a tendency that is negative and strongly rejects Roma.

In the case of Roma, they are confronted by racism with a differential configuration
that has its sources in the “heavy prejudices of the past, both in the changes suffered by
Portuguese society and by their own ways of life” (Marques 2007, p. 19). Roma are the
target of discriminatory racism reflected/manifested in forms of structural and institutional
racism. Although racism in the classic sense (biological differentiation) has fallen into
disuse or is no longer politically correct, these forms of racism have given rise to other
forms of racism, called neo-racism, cultural racism or subtle racism (Marques 2007).

After 1945, the designation “Roma race” was replaced by the more neutral term of
“ethnicity” (Marques 2007) on the basis of what Bader (2008) calls “ethnisms”, but this is
not just a way to mask the deterministic conception of human behavior. In other words, it
consists of enclosing members of minorities in essential categories, supposedly permanent
and immutable, with which certain ways of thinking and acting would be associated. This
“closure” in homogeneous and essentialist social categories is at the basis of stereotypes
and prejudices (Goffman 1988). This mental scheme persists and is triggered against
Roma people.

1.3. Public Policies to Promote the Citizenship and Equality of Portuguese Roma

In Portugal, public policies are universal to all citizens, but ethnic and cultural mi-
norities are not recognized by the Constitution of the Portuguese Republic. Accordingly,
there are no public policies exclusively directed at Roma people. Indeed, it has only been
since the National Strategy for Integration (ACIDI 2013) that the first set of specifically
directed measures have arisen under the auspices of the High Commission for Migration,
rather than actually placed within the corresponding government ministries. The National
Strategy for the Integration of Roma, drawn up in Portugal, is based on four intervention
axes: health, education, housing and employment, and vocational training. This strategy
was reviewed in 20181 as it was recognized that, despite the societal evolution experienced
over the last few years, there are still persistently high levels of discrimination, poverty
and social exclusion experienced by many Roma people and families, in addition to strong
ignorance about the Roma and mistrust between non-Roma and Roma people. This new
strategy sought to foster an improvement of the indicators on the wellbeing and integration
of Roma people, and to improve mutual trust, positive interaction and the deconstruction
of stereotypes. The National Strategy of 2013 provided the necessary framework for dia-
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logue between the public administration, Roma people and the civil society organizations
that work for and with these communities. Nevertheless, in the meantime, it was felt that
changes should be made both to the definition of the strategy, especially in the clarification
and operationalization of the measures, and to the determination of priority areas of inter-
vention, namely, gender equality, knowledge on Roma people, and their participation in
the implementation of this strategy (ENICC 2018).

1.4. Persistence of Low Levels of Education as a Racialized Process

Despite the concern that European and Portuguese government authorities have
shown over the past few years in relation to the inequalities in access to and exercise of
citizenship by Roma people, there are still persistent problems of poverty and exclusion,
and it is among these people that we find the most extreme cases of poverty, illiteracy and
social discrimination (European Commission 2004; ERRC/NÚMENA 2007; FRA 2012).
The most recent reports of the European Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) continue
to reveal the deprived situation in which the Roma people live throughout Europe and,
likewise, the Roma people in Portugal, exacerbated by the attitudes of segregation and
racism to which they are subject (FRA 2014, 2018a, 2018b). It is still possible to observe
situations of blatant racism and subtle racism (Pettigrew and Meertens 1993) against
Roma people.

Nevertheless, the social policy measures implemented over these past years have been
insufficient to effectively and structurally overcome the problems faced by Roma people,
to a large extent because they are not adapted to Roma particularities but are instead
universalist, inadequate and fail to address the cultural features and social origins of the
different users and beneficiaries (ERRC/NÚMENA 2007; Santos 2013; Mendes et al. 2014).

While there are no statistical data on the Portuguese Roma population, due to the col-
lection of ethnic data or data of any other differentiation not being permitted by Portugal’s
Constitution, there are fragmented datasets that enable piecing together a portrayal, both
sociodemographic and regarding living conditions (Mendes et al. 2014).

Regarding the schooling of Roma people, although there has been a widespread
increase of the basic level of education, schooling levels continue to be much lower than
for the rest of the population. The mandatory schooling established in Portugal, with the
completion of secondary education (12th year of schooling and compulsory permanence in
the school system up to the age of 18), is quite beyond the expectations of many Portuguese
Roma young people. School continues to be seen as a place, above all, for children and
adolescents, rather than for young or fully grown adults (Magano and Mendes 2016). The
new data gathered at a national level by the Directorate General of Education and Science
Statistics (Direção Geral de Estatísticas de Educação e Ciência DGEEC) of the Ministry
of Education was published based on a survey sent out to schools in mainland Portugal
regarding the academic year of 2018/2019, in which 808 schools answered, with a response
rate of 99%. The overall picture is similar to the findings of previous studies, where only
2.6% of the Ciganos attending public education are enrolled in secondary education.

There are high rates of Roma pupils repeating the year, on average 15.3% (22.1%
in the first cycle and 17.7% in the second cycle), in addition to regional disparities.
The highest school retention rates are in the Lisbon Metropolitan Area with 23.5%, in
Alentejo 22.3%, in Algarve 21.9%, and 9.5% in the north (Direção Geral de Estatísticas de
Educação e Ciência DGEEC).

The Direção Geral de Estatísticas de Educação e Ciência (DGEEC) highlighted early
school-leaving by Roma children and youth, and two DGEEC studies, from 2016–2017
(Direção Geral de Estatísticas da Educação e Ciência DGEEC) and 2018–2019 (Direção
Geral de Estatísticas de Educação e Ciência DGEEC), demonstrate that this figure shifted
from 5.9% to 8.1%, meaning that early school-leaving has increased.
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2. Methods and Fieldwork

The EDUCIG project—school performance among the Roma: research and co-design
project2, underway up to 2021—primarily aims to identify and understand the school
trajectories of Roma students integrated into secondary education in the Metropolitan
Areas of Lisbon and Porto, as well as their aspirations of accessing higher education. This
project is planned to take place over various stages of methodological implementation,
to gain an understanding of the constraining factors and the school trajectories of these
students, combining quantitative, qualitative and participatory methods. To this end, the
survey involved two questionnaires sent out to the teachers and persons in charge of
public schools, and to the employments and vocational training staff of the Instituto do
Emprego e Formação Profissional, I.P. (IEFP). In-depth interviews were also conducted
with the Choices Program staff, with young Roma of both sexes, and various ethnographies,
focused on the daily life of young students, enabling a non-intrusive capture of the tensions,
dilemmas and opportunities they experience as they move within different relational
spheres (Roma and non-Roma).

The pandemic situation caused by COVID-19 constrained the continuation of the
fieldwork of the EDUCIG project, requiring methodological readjustments both for inter-
viewing young people and conducting focus groups, as the project had primarily envisaged
the application of participatory methods.

The first part of the research was undertaken between 2019 and 2020 and was mainly
based on a qualitative approach. A total of 33 interviews were undertaken (21 male and 12
female). Some interviews were conducted in person, but others were conducted via Zoom
during the first lockdown (between March and May 2020). The main topics of the interview
were their personal life history (namely, places of residence and mobility, and the structure
of their own family and work), the characterization and history of the family of origin (in
terms of education, professional occupations, ethnic attribution), their relationship with
the school (school career, experiences of discrimination), free time and leisure, religious
practices, associative sports, cultural and recreational practices, future expectations, and
opinions about strategies to improve the situation of young Roma in school during the first
lockdown. These topics were selected according to a snowball approach; in addition, we
carried out three focus groups from March to July 2020.

2.1. Focus Groups: Procedures and Composition

At this point, we reflect on the perspectives of participants in the study concerning
the impact of COVID-19 on the developments of the academic year, and how this reflects
social inequalities between Roma and non-Roma students. We were interested in knowing
what they have to say about their family and scholastic situation due to COVID-19, and
how they overcame the problems. The data came from focal groups held via the Zoom
digital platform with young Roma students, parents and other social intervenors. Three
focus groups were held, aimed at reflecting on some of the results obtained in previous
stages of our research, such as the statistical analysis of the online questionnaires, the
content analysis of the in-depth interviews and the ethnographic work. The objective of
these focus groups was to discuss our main findings up to that date, to enable a diagnosis
of the need for training and employment suited to the profile of young Roma, and to
foster the collective sharing of opinions, clarify points of view and indicate guidelines for
the design of a training offer. We also sought to appraise the Roma students’ perceived
difficulties in education pathways regarding underachievement, logistical support, the
reasons underlying demotivation and dropout, and feelings of discrimination; discuss the
reasons that enabled certain young people to continue their education pathways beyond the
ninth year of schooling; identify the training needs of professionals who work with young
Roma (teachers, program/project staff); identify critical factors and successful practices for
schooling processes, and appraise the most pertinent features, format and contents in the
design of a certified training program equivalent to the 12th year of schooling, directed at 15-
to 18-year-old Roma who dropped out of school before completing compulsory education.

166



Soc. Sci. 2021, 10, 203

These young people reveal the embedded perception of difference, that they are victims in
society in the sense developed by Wieviorka (2002), and that our societies welcome and
reproduce differences but also often invent them under the weight of tradition.

The composition of the three focus groups tried to reflect a diversity of geographic
regions of residence of the participants (Metropolitan Area of Lisbon and Porto), to se-
lect participants with different education pathways and contrasting socioeconomic back-
grounds (in the cases of group 1 and 2) and have gender-balanced groups. We also tried to
ensure that the focus group participants had not been involved in previous research stages
(interviews with young secondary school and higher education students, technical staff
and teachers, Choices project coordinators, mediators and activists).

Due to the occurrence of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was necessary to adjust our
methodology, with the focus groups being conducted online through the Zoom platform.
Moreover, the circumstances of the state of emergency and the material constraints ham-
pered the harmoniously planned participation of those invited to join these groups.

2.2. Data Analysis

The scripts of the focus groups were designed, taking into account the results of
the project’s previous tasks. The content analysis was carried out using MAXQDA, and
the classification into categories followed the aspects and concepts outlined in the focus
group script. Data were coded collectively using a systematic thematic analysis approach
to identify the key themes raised by respondents. This involved interpretive code-and-
retrieve methods wherein the data were transcribed, coded, and an interpretative thematic
analysis was undertaken. This code system was devised using MAXQDA. We followed the
same standardized procedure for collecting information in each of the territories.

Group 1 comprised young Roma students attending secondary education or in their
first year of higher education, with contrasting education pathways and lifestyles. Group
2 involved families, mediators, activists and association members, where we sought to
incorporate families with diverging lifestyles with youth at secondary school, ensure
balanced gender and residency in the two metropolitan areas, and include school mediators,
activists and association members with experience in working with young students. Group
3 involved the participation of project staff, teachers and technical staff of the Priority
Intervention Educational Territories (TEIP) program; project staff (Choices and other locally
based projects) who work on a daily basis with young students in the metropolitan areas,
and are engaged in firmly rooted and continuous work with the Roma people; secondary
schools attended by Ciganos; and TEIP schools. Group 1 had three participants, aged
between 19 and 20 years old, two being male and one female, coming from different
parts of the country: Lisbon Metropolitan Area (Cascais), Porto Metropolitan Area (Maia)
and Castelo Branco (Idanha-a-Nova). Two of the participants attend higher education
and one participant had just completed his 12th year of regular education. In Group 2,
interviews were conducted with parents of Roma students attending various education
levels, including secondary and higher education, activists within the Roma families, Roma
cultural mediators and evangelical pastors, where these different roles very often intersect.
This group consisted of 11 people, five men and six women, aged between 20 and 55 years
old. Two of the group members live in the Porto Metropolitan Area and the rest in the
Lisbon Metropolitan Area, within which different zones were represented. Group 3 was
composed of 10 participants, reflecting varied ages from 24 to 50 years old. We sought to
diversify sex and municipality of residence and/or territories of action by having seven
female participants and three male participants, two of whom live in Lisbon (Vila Franca de
Xira is the municipality of residence of one of the female participants, but the municipality
of action of the project in which she works is Lisbon) and the rest are from the north of the
country (Porto, Vila Nova de Gaia, Matosinhos and Espinho). In terms of schooling level,
they all possess higher education, except for one of the participants, a Roma intercultural
mediator with 9th year schooling.
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3. Findings

During the pandemic, one extreme right-wing political party and its leader called for
differentiated measures to be imposed on clusters of Roma families, specifically, forced “san-
itary cordons”3. However, this was not an isolated case; when faced with an outbreak in a
council housing neighborhood inhabited by Roma, several representatives of local govern-
ment, even of the center-left political forces, namely, those of the Lisbon Metropolitan Area,
advocated the need to apply a sanitary cordon, stating that “[The cordon] would ensure
that they remain confined inside their homes, which is difficult because they have many
children and are constantly outdoors” (local government representative) (Moreira 2020).

Portugal decreed its first state of emergency in the pandemic scenario, covering six
weeks in March and April, and face-to-face classes were stopped in mid-March, with the
majority of Portuguese students not having returned to school in the academic year of
2019–2020. It was expected that the students and their families should manage, using their
own means, to provide the necessary material, digital and supporting circumstances for
educational purposes. Portuguese students were all treated equitably, in the same way,
regardless of their material living conditions, with the impact in terms of failure to pass the
year and dropout numbers being as yet unknown.

3.1. The Pandemic Impacts on Schooling Paths

In this article, we shall present some of the findings arising from the exploratory
analysis of the focus groups and regarding the impact of the pandemic on daily school life
and family life. It is important to clarify that this technique does not involve a collection
of individual interviews but is instead “synergetic”, based on structured discussion with
different participants in which there is a collective sharing of opinions and elucidation
of points of view, with the data being generated from the group interaction between the
participants (Rabiee 2004).

3.2. Perspectives on the Pandemic
3.2.1. Perspective of the Students

Various topics were addressed in these focus groups; however, regarding the impact
of COVID-19 on school and family life, despite being directly asked about this issue, none
of the young people were invested in the differences and/or difficulties experienced at
a family level. Only one of the female participants complained about having a “noisy”
family, which made it difficult for her to concentrate on schoolwork and attend classes:

“It’s like this, I live with a very noisy family; really, we even have a parrot
making even more noise, so, it was horrible, I couldn’t do the lessons, I couldn’t
study, it was too noisy and the teachers didn’t . . . I simply couldn’t participate
in the lessons, because my teachers are not, in general, they’re not people who
. . . who allow the students to participate, but here it was enormously obvious,
they just dumped content for three hours.” (Young woman, 19 years old, higher
education, Maia)

The focus centered primarily on assessing the difference between face-to-face and
online teaching, rather than on the difficulties experienced in material terms. There is a
preference for face-to-face teaching because online teaching has caused a drop in academic
performance (“my average grade fell”, commented a young female Roma participant in
the group).

Nevertheless, two important factors were addressed, relative to the social impacts
of the pandemic among Roma children and young students. The first, in the words
of that young woman, has to do with the pre-existing social inequalities which the
pandemic exposed:

“For example, something that . . . that I think was very [unrecognized] in distance
learning were the many social inequalities . . . as I was saying, there are many
. . . many Roma families that do not have access to electricity, to water, etc., and
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many students have been at a loss during this . . . these months, due to the fact
that they literally have no way of learning anything.” (Young woman, 19 years
old, higher education, Maia)

However, one of the young men offered some clues regarding the social impacts
of the pandemic that are not as visible to the naked eye as the short-term impacts and
consequences, since they refer to the long-term impacts. This young man noted that, in
terms of inter-peer social relationships, at the university, he viewed his Roma identity as
an instrument able to change mentalities: before the pandemic, he thought that he would
be able to counter some racist comments about the Roma people by stating that he was a
Roma in higher education. Due to the pandemic, this participant felt that a step backward
had been taken along his path of friendships and the dissemination of Roma culture, and
in the symbolic capital he had been accumulating at university.

3.2.2. Perspective of School Agents

The participants in Group 3 highlighted the double impact of COVID-19 in school life.
One of these impacts refers to the planning of the academic year’s activities, which is com-
mon to the entire school community; namely, having to plan the activities of an academic
year in an unpredictable and unprecedented scenario for both students and teachers:

“Right now, for example, I can give you a very ordinary example, what are
we doing at school at the moment? We are planning an upcoming year in three
different ways for contexts that are still unknown to us, we are trying to do a PAA,
which is an annual activities’ plan, according to a completely different situation,
like the one we are currently experiencing, in which many of the activities can’t
be done as the rules are completely different. And we don’t know the context of
our students . . . ”. (Teacher, Vila Nova de Gaia)

The other impact, extremely specific to Roma families (and other social and economi-
cally deprived households), has to do not only with the structural material conditions (such
as not having access to computers or the internet to follow remote lessons), but also family
conditions regarding the ability to provide support for homework, the encouragement and
actual motivation to continue studying during confinement, or even in terms of knowing
how to handle the technology. This issue was brought out by an intercultural mediator, as
a member of the technical staff of a local support project, who recounted the way he sought
to get around and minimize this impact during quarantine:

“( . . . ) if the majority community was frightened, let’s say, was affected by the
pandemic, it was even more worrying in the Roma community. So, some people
are doing school online, but there are people who don’t have a computer, people
who don’t know their way around the technology, don’t know how to handle
computers. So, we decided, as a street project, to go to each home. The teachers
send us the files, the homework, and we went to each home distributing it to
people who didn’t have a computer or who didn’t know how to work with
computers. We distributed the homework, helped the children, encouraged them
to study and then we had a day for collecting it. As technical staff, we sent this
homework to the teacher. We have had some success throughout this period;
nowadays, some children even ask us if we are sick, if we have . . . and we say
‘No, school has finished’, now we’re going to continue with the street project,
yes, with some recreational activities, with children and young people . . . ”.
(Intercultural mediator, Porto)

Curiously enough, the teachers and mediators did not refer to difficulties in giving
lessons online (maybe because among the participants of Group 3, the only one who is
actually a teacher already had experience in distance teaching), but do report the difficulties
of the Roma student population related to socioeconomic shortcomings that, in relation to
school, were reflected in difficulties regarding access to the internet, for example, which
are also mentioned by the other two groups.
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3.2.3. Perspective of the Families

The participants asked about the impacts of COVID-19 on school and family life also
give convergent opinions, in that the difficulties experienced by each group complement
one another, and involve the roles of the persons comprising these groups within the school
system: while the young people found it difficult to adapt to online education, and report
that their academic performance declined, the group of parents recounts having found it
difficult to support their children in studying and in helping them to create strategies to
organize their schoolwork and school routines inside the home:

“I just said, there’s been a complete decline in my children, completely. Why do I
think my children showed a decline? Because of their habits, because they don’t
follow schedules, basically. They’re at home, they’re protecting themselves, right,
they’re not always outside, basically, they live indoors and so, what happens?
At home, they don’t have hardly anything to do, they don’t feel like doing their
schoolwork, they sleep, as if they would do it ( . . . ) And at school, they had to
go to school, socialize with other children, might not seem that way, but they had
other activities, more motivation to do their schoolwork, to do better, and like
this there isn’t that, and this situation is more difficult.” (Male activist, Lisbon)

The pandemic has largely banished young people from the context of relationships
with others provided by school, and that the lack of socializing has generated some demoti-
vation and apathy. Moreover, the scarcity of computer equipment and access to information
online has hindered their follow-up and understanding of educational materials. Here,
it should be said that a number of local institutions and civic societies reorganized them-
selves and, in some cases, provided equipment and follow-up. However, the real scale
of the effects of the pandemic on early school-leaving and academic underachievement
is unknown.

4. Discussion

Systemic and historical racism toward Roma is deeply rooted in the very structures
of Portuguese society (Bastos et al. 2007; Mendes 2007; Silva 2014). Occasionally, this may
actually seem to be apparently “dormant” for some time, but the pandemic has rekindled
and strengthened feelings and expressions of racism in relation to Portuguese Roma. The
historical and structural inequalities (Bastos et al. 2007) have been exacerbated and the
impacts of the pandemic have been multifaceted; for many Roma, the major priority has
been to assure subsistence and attending to the basic needs of their household. Racist
perceptions and feelings are manifested by some politicians, and also by people in general,
on social networks, with the exacerbation of hate speech.

Digital media has played, and continues to play, an important role in the spreading of
manifestations of racism and xenophobia against the Roma, both by politicians and in the
comments shared by anonymous or named citizens through social networks. In Romania,
Facebook discussions, posts, and the media coverage of the outbreak of COVID-19 in the
country blame the Roma for spreading this disease, and consider them responsible for
contaminating the Romanian nation, likewise in other central and southern European
countries (Plainer 2020; Costache 2020). Whenever news about the Portuguese Roma is
published, social networks such as Facebook recurrently backlash with a proliferation
of racist comments (this is also evident in the links of one of the main Portuguese daily
newspapers, the Público).4 Once again, the Roma have become a scapegoat, been held re-
sponsible for contagion, faced manifest rejection (Berta 2020), been pelted with accusations
of being “antisocial”, of not observing the confinement rules, of disrespecting the rules on
social distancing and hygiene, and accused of continuing to travel around and engage in
very intense sociability (cultural specificities). The resurgence of these racist narratives
that are incitements to hatred of the Roma people, that are offensive and humiliating, that
legitimize the existing structural and institutional inequalities, demonstrate the fact that
the Roma have been a major target throughout history and that racism remains embedded
in the collective memory and in the ideological and political frameworks of the Portuguese.
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The attacks on Roma populations are inscribed in a much broader context, marked by
historically systemic and structural discrimination that is deep-rooted in its society and
its institutions. Likewise, racism on a daily basis (Essed 1991) is firmly entrenched in
Portuguese society, encapsulated as a complex of accumulated practices, manifesting as
banal, “normal” and legitimate. This racial differentiation also arises in the form of “softer”
designations such as “ethnicity” or “ethnic minority” or, as Bader (2008, p. 85) refers to
ethnicity, as a contained concept in which the most varied criteria of strict closure are the
combined, real or assumed common characteristics of skin color, the territory of common
origins, culture, habits, lifestyles, etc. But, for these authors, we cannot forget that at the
center of racist categorizations are socially defined criteria, externally visible and at the
core of ethnic categorizations as socio-historical or cultural criteria (Bader 2008, p. 85). Gen-
eralization and stigmatization are implicit, as noted by Memmi (1993), since the individual
is no longer considered a person but is, rather, merely labeled as a member of a social
group that has negative features and a negative identity. Here, the accusation is unlimited
by time and covers all the group’s members (Mendes 2020).

The Roma are almost always considered as a homogenous mass, in a stereotyped
manner, but they are not all the same, nor do they all live in the same way (Magano 2010).
Some identify themselves as Roma, but neither fall within a profile of poverty or social
exclusion, nor reside in specific territorial contexts of a concentration of families, nor in poor
housing conditions (Magano 2013). Other individuals and families have lifestyles that are
closer to the classic portrayal of Roma tradition and live a “Roma lifestyle” (Mendes 2007;
Magano 2010). Many have embarked on life trajectories marked by educational attain-
ment and employment in areas not traditionally explored by Roma, but even so, they are
frequently confronted with representations and stereotypes about their “being an untrust-
worthy sort of people”, “traffickers”, “nomads”, etc. (Magano 2010; Silva 2014). In the
professional world, many of those who worked in fairs and markets have readapted and
started to engage in online selling via Facebook, in reaction to having been barred from
selling in public places, which has obviously led to a drastic reduction in their income level.

It should be highlighted that the housing conditions in which many Roma still live
have also suffered a further worsening of sanitary situations of major complexity, which
stubbornly persist in many national territories. The situation of Roma who live in sponta-
neous settlements (e.g., in Bairro da Torre in Camarate), in tents and caravans (e.g., in Évora)
or in the street (the forced evictions in Bairro Bensaúde, Lisbon) is particularly precarious,
inhumane, and represents a risk in sanitary terms. These circumstances are inconsistent
with the social distancing measures, the confinement rules and with the required hygiene
practices, in addition to the fact that there are many children whose housing conditions
do not enable them to follow education by digital means. Their degree of exposure to this
pandemic was and continues to be enormous (Mendes 2020).

In this article, we found that in Portugal, structural racism and daily racism persist
in relation to Roma people, and that it is possible to verify this in various dimensions of
life, not only in housing, training, access to employment or education but also in everyday
social relations. In some way, racism against Roma is normalized and accepted by non-
Roma, and they are often seen as directly responsible for the situation in which they find
themselves. An example of this situation of racialization is the issue of education, in which
responsibilities are attributed to the Roma people and also to Roma cultural issues, but
not to structural problems in the education system or pedagogic issues. It is extremely
worrying to see the inability of the education system to incorporate Roma culture and
to promote plural and comprehensive educational policies, capable of being attractive to
all students.

The educational landscape of Roma people is still not very favorable, and continues
to demonstrate high percentages of school dropout, and educational paths marked by
retentions and a hint of racist attitudes on the part of the teaching team, which tend to
highlight negative and stereotyped aspects about Roma people, such as the preconception
that “everyone gets married early”.
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In turn, the reflective analysis presented by the young people shows them having to
permanently demonstrate their value and their ability to learn, which is always required
more of Roma than of other young people. In the case of the concept of agency and the
articulation between individual agency and social change (Giddens 2004), this involves an
individual agency used to benefit the deconstruction of stereotypes relative to the Roma
identity, and its relationship with the social impacts of the pandemic, which are reflected
in the “isolation” of a symbolic and/or identity capital that is no longer able to interact
with or relate to others; in other words, an identity that can no longer grow as capital but
which also highlights the material difficulties of the families and students in successfully
overcoming these new educational challenges.

5. Conclusions

In fact, in view of the situation of pandemic calamity, the state took universal decisions
without taking into account the diversities between households concerning access to
computer technology, access to the internet, the possibility of family tutoring to support
schoolwork, and very often, the lack of comfortable and salubrious housing conditions.

The historical and socially consistent racialization and discrimination vis-à-vis Por-
tuguese Roma (Bastos et al. 2007) seem to be associated with a combination of defensive
strategies (behaviors marked by a certain closure and a greater separation between real
and virtual social identity, which includes explicit allusions to the “secret of the group”,
as demonstrated by Roma) and offensive strategies by those discriminated against (visi-
ble expressions of revolt, which include recourse to options that may arouse fear on the
part of the majority, manifested in externalized, emotional, uncontrolled, verbal and/or
symbolic violence, etc.) (Mendes 2007). In fact, the racialization of poverty expresses itself
as a ”practice of coupling ‘the Roma’, perceived as the ‘racial other’, with ‘the poor’, and
explaining ‘Roma poverty’ as a ‘natural result’ of the cultural traits of an ‘inferior race’
trapped in pre-modern (‘non-civilized’) and subhuman forms of existence” (Vincze 2014,
pp. 445–46). In conclusion, in Portugal, the tolerance and acceptance of the state and
society of poverty and marginalization of Roma people is an aspect that is still seldom
explored in the literature. However, based on the empirical evidence presented, it seems
clear that this attitude is part of the historical processes of racialization and antigypsyism
to which they continue to be subject, and this dimension needs to be further investigated
by scientific agendas.
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Abstract: This paper aims to fulfill a double objective: on the one hand, to explain how hate speech
works as a mechanism of racialization towards the Roma, resulting in a concrete form of symbolic
violence. On the other hand, to analyze the most relevant institutional responses to fight against
antigypsyism, looking at the new EU Roma Framework 2020–2030 with a special attention on the
recent developments in Spain. The paper discusses the fact that a focus on symbolic violence and
more concretely on hate speech would produce considerably differing approaches to Roma inclusion
policies. The paper is divided into three sections: the first section will conceptually address the
notions of “antigypsyism”, “racial discrimination”, “symbolic violence”, and “hate speech”. The
second section will present and contextualize a series of illustrative cases of antigypsyist hate speech
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in Spain. The third section will examine the most relevant
legislative and policy initiatives adopted to fight against antigypsyism. The paper will wrap up with
a discussion and some conclusions on the functioning of hate speech as a symbolic mechanism of
racialization; and its capacity to articulate moral hierarchies and social divisions among the Roma
and the rest of society.

Keywords: antigypsyism; hate speech; racial discrimination; symbolic violence; racialization; EU
Roma framework; Spanish politics; COVID-19 pandemic

1. Introduction: Theoretical Framework

1.1. Symbolic Violence and Hate Speech

Different postcolonial authors have reported that in the post-apartheid period, and in
the resulting globalization of anti-racist laws, new processes of racialization became pre-
dominantly symbolic, thereby (re)articulating a new hierarchy of peoples, social divisions,
and economic inequalities (Bhabha 2011; Mbembe 2017; Carty and Mohanty 2018). Thus, in
the fight for racial equality new approaches to use symbolic power are crucial to (re)think
and (re)formulate anti-racist policies.

According to Bourdieu, symbolic power establishes a gnoseological order of social
divisions, in which logical integration is the precondition of moral integration (Bourdieu
1979). Symbolic power is present in virtually all social relations, though this kind of power
is frequently veiled. Yet there are some groups that concentrate the symbolic resources
and the technical and institutional tools to construct the social perception of reality. Social
perception refers to identifying and utilizing social cues to make judgments about social
roles, rules, relationships, context, or the characteristics of others (i.e., trustworthiness)
(McCleery 2014).

Meanwhile symbolic violence concerns the oppression of people who seemingly have
come with their position as symbolically diminished (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992;
Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). In contrast to hegemony, which rests on consent, symbolic
violence rests on misrecognition and asymmetric access to fields where social perception is
constructed (Burawoy 2019; Rowlands 2015). The exercise of symbolic violence has been
conceptualized in overtly unidirectional terms as “a kind of violence being perpetuated on
those not belonging to the dominant social groups” (Grenfell 2012, p. 267).
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To the purpose of this paper, we may ask the following question: Can hate speech be
considered as a form of symbolic violence? Prima facie, there is a common element that
connects them: hate speech is always directed towards those subjects categorized as pro-
tected groups by law (minorities and other vulnerable groups) (Daunis and Laurenzo 2021).
Though there is enormous variation in the definition of hate speech (and the subsequent
protected groups), legislation to ban hate speech exists in a wide range of democracies
including the United Kingdom, France, Germany, India, South Africa, Australia, and
New Zealand, among many others (Waldron 2012). From another legal tradition, the USA
holds uncompromisingly that laws perpetrating discrimination on the basis of viewpoint
(Godwin 2003), especially those that suppress the expression of certain moral and political
convictions, violate the First Amendment1.

At the theoretical level, there is an irresolvable dilemma between either banning hate
speech or protecting freedom of expression without restrictions: security vs. freedom.
Hypothetically, in an equal society the preferability of counter-speech over coercion would
prevent us from any potential abuse of state power (Howard 2019). Nonetheless, in a
society where all individuals and communities have no equal access to symbolic power, the
unlimited production and distribution of any kind of discourse (including hate speech) will
reinforce the vulnerability of certain groups. This dilemma is nothing new: in the classical
liberal debate on freedom of expression, Mill (1859) advocated for absolute freedom of
opinion and feeling on any subject. However, he introduced a limit to absolute freedom:
the “principle of harm”. According to this principle, free speech should be limited in those
cases when it could imply a direct violation of the fundamental rights of any person. Thus,
the central liberal value—the state’s commitment not to interfere in the lives of citizens—is
sometimes nullified (Riley 1998). Of all the possible types of hurtful speech mentioned
by Mill (1859), including defamation, offense, harassment or threat, we could agree that
hate speech is the most serious category because it can evolve into incitement to violence
(Bilgrami 2015).

In the European context, there is a common agreement on the need to ban hate speech
tracking from the incendiary power of Nazi propaganda and the tragic experience of the
World War II and the Holocaust.2 In fact, the European Union (EU) has been very active in
addressing hate speech in coherence with article 2 of the Treaty of Lisbon:

The Union is founded on the values of respect for human dignity, freedom, democracy,
equality, the rule of law and respect for human rights, including the rights of persons
belonging to minorities. These values are common to the member states in a society with
pluralism, non-discrimination, tolerance, justice, solidarity and equality. (European
Union 2007)

The Council Framework Decision 2008/913/JHA of 28 November 2008 on combat-
ing certain forms and expressions of racism and xenophobia by means of criminal law,
approved by the Council of the European Union, affirms that

racism and xenophobia are direct violations of the principles of liberty, democracy, respect
for human rights and fundamental freedoms and the rule of law, principles upon which
the European Union is founded and which are common to the Member States. (European
Union 2008)

This decision obliges each member state of the EU to take the necessary measures to
ensure that public inciting to violence or hatred directed against a group of persons or a
member of such a group defined by reference to race, color, religion, descent or national
or ethnic origin, as well as publicly condoning, denying, or grossly trivializing crimes
of genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes are punishable. The Framework
Decision is silent, however, about incitement to discrimination (Pejchal 2020). On this
matter, the Recommendation No. 15 of the European Commission against Racism and
Intolerance (ECRI) goes beyond the Framework Decision and it defends that
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hate speech is based on the unjustified assumption that one person or group of people is
superior to others; incites acts of violence or discrimination, which undermines respect
for minority groups and damages social cohesion. (ECRI 2015)

In the case of Spain, freedom of speech is limited by the Penal Code, which character-
izes several criminal offenses related to hate speech:

Art 510:

a. They will be punished with a prison sentence of one to four years and a fine of six to twelve
months: a. Those who publicly encourage, promote, or directly or indirectly incite hatred,
hostility, discrimination, or violence against a group, a part of there, or against a person
determined by reason of their membership, for racist, anti-Semitic or other reasons related to
ideology, religion or beliefs, family situation, the belonging of its members to an ethnic group,
race or nation, national origin, sex, or sexual orientation or identity, for reasons of gender,
illness, or disability.

b. Those who produce, elaborate, possess for the purpose of distributing, provide access to third
parties, distribute, disseminate, or sell written documents or any other kind of material or
media that, due to their content, are suitable to encourage, promote, or incite direct or indirectly
to hatred, hostility, discrimination, or violence against a group, a part of it, or against a person
determined by reason of their belonging to it, for racist, anti-Semitic, or other reasons related
to ideology, religion or beliefs, family situation, the belonging of its members to an ethnic
group, race or nation, their national origin, sex, or sexual orientation or identity, for reasons
of gender, illness, or disability.

c. Those who publicly deny, seriously trivialize or extol the crimes of genocide, crimes against
humanity or against persons and property protected in the event of armed conflict, or extol
their perpetrators, when they have been committed against a group or part of it, or against a
person determined by reason of their belonging to it, for racist, anti-Semitic or other reasons
related to ideology, religion or beliefs, family situation or the membership of its members to an
ethnic group, race or nation, their national origin, their sex, sexual orientation or identity, for
reasons of gender, illness or disability, when in this way a climate of violence, hostility, hatred
or discrimination against them is promoted or favored (Código Penal 2015).

1.2. What Is Antigypsyism All About?

The fight against antigypsyism is part of a wider fight against racial discrimination.
According to the International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Dis-
crimination:

racial discrimination shall mean any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference
based on race, color, descent, or national or ethnic origin, which has the purpose or effect
of nullifying or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of
human rights and fundamental freedoms, in the political, economic, social, cultural or
any other field of public life. (UN/ICERD 1965)

Following the last developments of the United Nations on this matter, I support
that the study of situations of exclusion and discrimination should not only describe a
certain state of deprivation of fundamental rights, but it should also include an analysis
of the cultural, political, and economic processes that led to that state and sustain it
(UN/OHCHR 2021; UN/ECOSOC 2018). In the EU context, the understanding of racial or
ethnic discrimination includes the unequal access or treatment of certain groups in areas
such as employment, education, security, healthcare, housing, and the supply of goods and
services (European Union 2000, Directive 2000/43/EC).

In recent years, the notion of “antigypsyism” has received increasing attention in the
political and scholarly fields across Europe (Agarin 2014; End and Selling 2015; European
Parliament 2015, 2017; Carrera et al. 2017, 2019; EUFRA 2016, 2018; Cortés 2018; Cortés and
End 2019). The following different definitions have been proposed at the institutional and
civil societal levels:
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• Antigypsyism is a specific form of racism, an ideology founded on racial superiority, and a
form of dehumanization and institutional racism nurtured by historical discrimination, which
is expressed through, among other things, violence, hate speech, exploitation, stigmatization,
and the most blatant kind of discrimination (ECRI 2011).

• Antigypsyism is a specific nature of racism directed towards Roma, on par with anti-Semitism.
It is persistent both historically and geographically (permanent and not decreasing), systematic
(accepted by virtually all the community), and often accompanied by acts of violence and
discrimination (Council of Europe 2012).

• Antigypsyism is a historically constructed, persistent complex of customary racism against
social groups identified under the stigmatized label of “Gypsy”, or other related terms. It
includes the homogenizing and essentializing perception and description of these groups, the
attribution of specific characteristics to them, and discriminatory social structures and violent
practices that emerge against this background, and which have a degrading and ostracizing
effect, and reproduce structural disadvantages (Alliance against Antigypsyism 2017).

Different studies have approached the notion of “antigypsyism” through the analysis
of material processes of exclusion. Picker (2017) considers urban segregation to be the
fundamental matrix of racial exclusion. He has reported that segregated urban areas, which
are partially or completely occupied by Roma households, can be observed across Europe.
These are regularly marked by higher rates of unemployment than other areas, with few or
no public services, substandard housing, low-quality education, and unsuitable sanitary
infrastructure. Ryder and Taba (2018) focus on the effect of economic intervention and re-
distribution on diminishing antigypsyism. They recommend active welfare state measures
and special efforts for job creation. Rostas (2019) emphasizes the role of an active Roma
citizenship. He claims that the rise of Roma participation in decision-making processes
may be a crucial element in bringing about systemic transformations and eliminating
discrimination. There have been also recent studies that pointed to the power of symbolism
to construct mechanisms of othering towards the Roma people (Kóczé and Rövid 2019;
End 2019; Mladenova 2019). Complementary to all the cited studies, this paper aims to
explain how hate speech constitutes a core mechanism of racialization directed towards
the Roma, which results in a concrete form of antigypsyism that must be combatted by
institutional means.

2. Case Study: Analysis of Antigypsyist Hate Speech

Committed with my double role as a policy analyst and a policy maker, I have been
watching very closely the rapid spread of anti-Roma messages across Europe since the
World Health Organization (WHO 2020) declared the state of pandemic caused by COVID-
19 (11 March 2020). The immediate response of the European Commissioner for Equality,
Helena Dalli, who called on the EU member states “to do everything possible to prevent
national or ethnic minorities, particularly Roma, from becoming scapegoats” (European
Commission 2020a), should be underlined. A special mention is also deserved for the
statement by Dunja Mijatović, Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights, calling
on governments to ensure equal protection and care for Roma during the COVID-19
(Council of Europe 2020a).

In Spain, I have been in a constant dialogue with the main national Roma NGOs
(Khetane, Unión Romaní, FAGIC, and Fundación Secretariado Gitano). Dozens of cases
were reported early, alerting the use of racist discourses that portrayed Roma communities
as a threat to public health. The social climate of panic that prevails in times of pandemic
is crucial to assessing the possible effects of this type of accusatory speech, which can
generate an intimidating and hostile, if not directly violent, climate of public opinion
against Roma communities and individuals. According to data collected by the Victim
Assistance and Orientation Service on Racial or Ethnic Discrimination, at the request of
the General Directorate for Equal Treatment and Ethnic-Racial Diversity, as of 8 May 2020,
53 cases of hate speech were detected within the context of the pandemic in Spain. Of these
cases, 46 directly affected Roma people (Fundación Secretariado Gitano 2021).
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Next, I will present three cases of hate speech produced by political, social, and media
actors. These cases illustrate how liquid the functioning of antigypysism is. It equally
operates through the speech of daily common citizens, the editorial of a well stablished
newspapers, or the mayor of a little village. In all cases, the use of racist expressions is once
and again normalized and the Roma communities are subjected to stereotypes and fake
accusations based on moral divisions: those who follow the rules and those who do not
(good and bad citizens).

Case 1. In the Cantabrian municipality of Santoña, at an early stage of the pandemic,
the mayor of the town explained in an interview that

Of the six deaths registered in Santoña, five would be from the Gypsy community ... It
is very likely that this contagion that has been spreading in Santoña, could have been
brought by the Gypsy community because of some event, celebration or funeral that took
place outside of our province on dates prior to declaring the state of alarm ... We must
be vigilant because the Gypsy community is suffering particularly from these infections.
It is a significant number, much higher than the rest of the population, and we must be
especially vigilant. (Eldiario.es 2020a)

In the next days, the Spanish Roma rights’ organization Fundación Secretariado
Gitano (FSG) compiled a series of Whatsapp messages distributed among the neighbors of
non-Roma districts that would have been triggered by the mayor’s words. One of these
Whatsapp chats contained the following message:

Let catch them all and take them to prison . . . and let have them there, inside the walls,
let them sing and dance locked up like in a concentration camp until they all die... They
are infecting everyone... Let see if all those sons of the great whore, little ones, children,
grandparents and their fucking mother die. (Eldiario.es 2020b)

Case 2. The Commissioner for the Polígono Sur (a Roma district in Seville) requested
the entry of the Army into the Three Thousand Homes, a neighborhood where most of the
residents are Roma. The Commissioner declared to the media, “We cannot allow a minority
to do what they want.” This statement came after the publication of some images in which
around ten persons (supposed to be Roma) appeared praying in the street ignoring the
state of alarm. The Commissioner explained that these were “unstructured family clans”
and that “they are not used to public order, discipline”. He ended up declaring that the
Administration must “impose the law”. The day after the Commissioner’s statement, the
deputy editor of the newspaper ABC de Sevilla, blamed the residents of the Three Thousand
Homes for its own situation of marginalization and exclusion. The deputy director’s
column concluded as follows:

When everything returns to normal, they will ask us for help and accuse us of letting
them in abandonment. Let’s not fall into the trap of good-naturedness again. Either we
isolate ourselves from them, or they will contaminate us with their misery. (ABC 2020)

Case 3. A neighbor from Karrantza (Bizkaia) threatens to “set on fire” a Roma family
falsely accused of being a source of contagion. After receiving several threats in their
own building, the Roma family found out that an accusatory message was circulating via
Whatsapp among the residents of the town:

I’m fucking upset! My daughter went for a run this morning and she found seven
Gypsies walking together and they told her that a family of Gypsies from Santoña, whose
relatives are infected with the virus, had come to this town. It turns out that they arrived
by train to Karrantza. The City Council spoke with the Ertzaintza (local police) and they
cannot do anything. What can we do as citizens? We all must go and take the streets in
protest. Or go and set them on fire. I am a bad host and will make them go out or burn
them out. Those fucking Gypsies. Holy shit! (Amuge and SOS Racismo Bizkaia 2020)
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As an MP, I supported the Spanish government’s efforts to recognize the vulnerability
of Roma to the social effects caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. During the COVID-19
crisis, the government has been taking urgent measures to strengthen the public health
system and to provide medical and social care to those who need it (Cortés 2020a). However,
this is not enough. We must be also vigilant to prevent any violation of fundamental rights.
The pandemic activated the old archetype of the “Gypsy menace” (Stewart 2012). In fact,
racism manifests in a more acute manner in critical junctures of crisis, when social anxiety
and discontent search for available channels of expression. And the Roma have historically
proved to be an easy target, due to a sense of impunity linked to a widely accepted form
of racism.

As I have explained in previous studies (Cortés 2020b, 2021), the social imaginary of
(historically rooted) antigypsyist stereotypes nurtures racist narratives with three main
effects for the Roma: damaging the reputation of an entire ethnic group; creating a fear-
based public opinion; and ultimately legitimizing the social and economic gap they face.
In this regard, as an MP, I have said in different forums that all socio-economic policies
directed at Roma will prove fruitless if they are not backed up by a commitment to stop
racism and its manifestations, including hate speech. Roma inclusion—understood as equal
participation in all areas of society—seems unlikely to happen when harsh stigmatization
of and hatred against Roma communities continue to be allowed.

3. Institutional Responses to Fight against Antigypsyism

The making of the new EU Roma strategic framework came out in the first wave
of the pandemic (European Commission 2020b). The COVID-19 crisis accelerated the
worsening trend toward more catastrophic figures of Roma for being at risk of poverty
(Jovanovic and Korunovska 2020; OSCE 2020). On the other hand, across Europe, local
and national newspapers have raged a racist, hateful, and life-threatening campaign of
anti-Roma propaganda (Matache and Bhabha 2020; European Roma Rights Centre 2020).
Parallel to that, social media platforms were used to spread racist hate speech and deeply
offensive fake accusations against Roma. This highly hostile scenario made even clearer
the need to adopt a comprehensive approach towards a new EU Roma Strategy integrating
the lessons of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The previous framework ended in 2020 and focused primarily on socio-economic
integration (European Commission 2011). Meanwhile, the new EU Roma strategic frame-
work for equality, inclusion, and participation 2020–2030 (European Commission 2020b)
introduced a specific focus on non-discrimination by tackling antigypsyism. In this re-
gard, the last recommendation on Roma equality of the Council of the European Union
acknowledged the dynamics of racist discrimination and social and economic exclusion
as intimately intertwined (European Union 2021). The in-depth evaluation of the last
EU Roma Framework and the conclusions drawn from it by the Council, the European
Parliament, and several Europe-wide and national civil society organizations show the
need for a renewed and stronger commitment to Roma inclusion and anti-discrimination
policies. Next, I will examine the genesis of policy initiatives that seek to offer institutional
responses to structural antigypsyism: looking at past and new trends from a European and
a Spanish perspective.

3.1. European Initiatives

On 8 April 2015, on the occasion of the International Roma Day, the European Par-
liament approved the resolution on “Anti-Gypsyism in Europe and recognition by the
EU of the day of commemoration of the genocide of the Roma people during the Second
World War” (European Parliament 2015). This resolution recognizes that antigypsyism
is the root-cause of the historical exclusion suffered by Roma in Europe. The resolution
sets a milestone, expressing a deep concern about the non-decreasing antigypsyist rhetoric.
This resolution emphasizes that social exclusion is never due to an inherent weakness of
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specific individuals or communities; rather, it is derived above all from the inability of state
institutions to ensure full access to fundamental rights of all members of society.

On 25 October 2017, the European Parliament adopted the resolution “On fundamental
rights aspects of Roma integration in the Union: combating anti-Gypsyism” (European
Parliament 2017). This resolution emphasizes the urgency of combatting stereotypes
and any use of antigypsyist language. In particular, the resolution emphasizes that the
prohibition of racial discrimination forms an integral part of fundamental rights, and that,
as such, falls within the scope of the Union’s values. With regard to hate speech, this
resolution calls on the Member States to:

Art. 16. Strongly condemn and sanction incitement to hatred and the search for scape-
goats by politicians and public officials at all levels and in all social media, given that they
directly reinforce anti-Gypsyism in society, take additional measures to prevent, condemn
and combat incitement to hatred against Roma, also making use of cultural dialogue.
(European Parliament 2017)

On 17 September 2020, the European Parliament approved the resolution on the
“Implementation of National Roma Integration Strategies: fighting negative attitudes
towards people of Roma origin in Europe” (European Parliament 2020). This resolution
recognizes that the Roma population suffers from an increasing level of hate speech. It
calls on the member states to officially recognize antigypsyism as a specific form of racism
against the Roma population. It also calls on member States to:

Art. 22. Redouble their efforts to combat discrimination, hate speech and hate crimes
within the framework of national and European anti-discrimination legislation, especially
in relation to monitoring the situation of affected Roma victims and the provision of
assistance judicial. (European Parliament 2020)

3.2. Spanish Initiatives

On 26 October 2020, in the Spanish Congress of Deputies, the Home Affairs Committee
approved an initiative that urged the Government to adopt the necessary measures aimed
at preventing the spread of hate speech in the digital space. This initiative relied on the
Code of Conduct published by the European Commission, in 2016, to counter illegal hate
speech online (European Commission 2016). This parliamentarian initiative calls on ICT
companies for simplifying available mechanisms to report hate speech, as well as for
accelerating the process to denounce racial or ethnic discriminatory contents. It also calls
on the state to increase cooperation between the operators of ICT companies with the
competent police authorities:

ICT operators will have the obligation to temporarily store the reported content and
make it available to the judicial authority in order to investigate, identify and prosecute
criminal offenses. (Congreso de los Diputados 2020a)

On 14 December 2020, in the Spanish Congress of Deputies, the Social Rights Com-
mittee approved an initiative that urged the adoption of a State Pact on fighting against
antigypsyism (Congreso de los Diputados 2020b). On 20 May 2021, after a debate, the
plenary session of the Congress of Deputies approved the creation of a Subcommittee to
draw a State Pact against antigypsyism. This parliamentarian initiative calls for the devel-
opment of awareness-raising narratives to counter anti-Roma prejudices and stereotypes
in the fields of arts, culture, media, and education. This initiative expresses too the need
to monitor, collect, and report, from governmental and non-governmental organizations,
cases of hate speech or discriminatory language targeting Roma in social media. It also
calls for a legal evaluation to include antigypsyism, as a specific category, in the Penal Code
following the recommendation of the Council of Europe on October 2020 (Congreso de los
Diputados 2021; Council of Europe 2020b).

To elaborate this Pact, the new ad hoc Subcommittee will count on the assessment
of competent authorities, legitimate representatives of the third sector and the private
sector, as well as experts from the university field. This Pact defines the operative policy
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framework that will develop the Spanish transposition of the EU Roma strategic frame-
work for equality, inclusion, and participation 2020–2030 (European Commission 2020b;
Congreso de los Diputados 2021). Beyond the state projects, this new and ambitious policy
process may influence the local and regional governments that might apply to state funds
for projects on combatting antigypsysism. On the other hand, civil society movements are
already advocating for getting through similar policy processes at different levels, aiming
to spread the State Pact on antigypsysim to each and any autonomous community of Spain.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

By doing a grounded analysis on three concrete cases, this article has shown how
antigypsyist hate speech operated as a symbolic mechanism of racial discrimination in
the context of the COVID-19 crisis. The Roma were portrayed as diverging from common
norms and were presented as a social threat to public health. In all three analyzed cases, the
common denominator of antigypsyist hate speech was the presumption of fundamental
moral differences between “them” and “us” (bad and good citizens); which symbolically
(re)activated inherited group divisions among Roma and non Roma: those who follow the
rules and those who break the rules; those who deserve state protection and those who
deserve being prosecuted by the state; those who deserve social solidarity and those who
deserve social exclusion; those who deserve democratic justice and those who deserve
popular justice.

In the act of “othering”, the function of the analyzed discourses was to establish the
“otherness” of the Roma, labeled as “Gypsies”, to evoke a moral division on the basis of
ethnicity. The analyzed discourses intentionally highlighted the ethnic affiliation of some
individuals and communities perceived as “dangerous Gypsies”. Thus, as an effect of the
discourses studied here, the common belonging to the civic community was symbolically
teared apart through an ethnic and moral grouping. Another function of the analyzed
discourses was to make a call for action on active discrimination or even on violent attacks
against Roma; which have a degrading and ostracizing effect on an entire ethnic group and
spark latent inter-ethnic conflicts.

This paper has not eluded the responsibility of democratic institutions to combat
antigypsyism. The initiatives presented here still require concrete programmatic and
legislative translation. Undoubtedly, new developments will need further coordination
and dialogue among the political, the academic, and the citizenship spheres. The road
to justice is long, but steps are being taken, and every day more lights are turning on
to illuminate this grim historical problem. In the case of the ongoing State Pact against
antigypsyism, in the Spanish Congress of Deputies, along with the areas of residential and
labor inclusion, a set of new measures have been considered for approval:

• Awareness-raising narratives to counter anti-Roma prejudices and stereotypes in the
fields of arts, culture, media, and education.

• To monitor, collect, and report, from governmental and non-governmental organi-
zations, the phenomena of hate speech or discriminatory language targeting Roma
people in social media.

• A call for a legal evaluation to include antigypsyism, as a specific category, in the
Penal Code.

The persistence of Roma exclusion in virtually all European societies requires an analysis
that goes beyond the dynamic aggregation of individuals competing for economic opportu-
nities. We need to look at social dynamics of group formation, hierarchies of peoples, and
social divisions to understand long lasting economic inequalities. On this matter, a decade
ago the World Bank (WB) recognized that Roma exclusion cannot be understood by merely
looking at economic decision-making criteria. In fact, the exclusion of Roma causes significant
economic losses (World Bank 2010). Some activists have defended that the Roma, as a young,
vibrant, and fast-growing segment of Europe’s population, might be a crucial contributor
to face the present and future challenges of European economies to aging populations and
other negative demographic trends (Jovanovic and Korunovska 2020). However, all this
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potential will not be profited from unless the EU and its member states do in advance their
homework on symbolical deconstruction and reconstruction of the social imaginaries on
the Roma as peer trustable and respected citizens.

The new Roma policy trends presented here, articulated both at EU and national
levels, spotlight the symbolic dimension of group formation and social divisions (Bourdieu
and Wacquant 2013; Wacquant 2013). This approach to policy making assumes that
material relations of exclusion, such as those analyzed by Picker (2017) on housing or by
Ryder and Taba (2018) on labor, cannot be sustained over time without the effect of social
distinctions which operate through perceived status and reputation. The desirable goal
of an equal participation of Roma in all areas of society cannot be fulfilled in a climate of
misrecognition, distrust, fear, or hatred against them. To achieve full inclusion of Roma in
the abovementioned areas of quality (and non-segregated) housing or decent job, or even in
the arena of politics (Rostas 2019), we need to build a new shared schema of perception and
appreciation towards the Roma. In the realistic utopia of a Europe united in its diversity,
the Roma must be seen as an asset by the majority, not as a burden or a threat.
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Notes

1 The First Amendment of the United States Constitution protects the right to freedom of religion and freedom of expression from
government interference. It prohibits any laws that establish a national religion, impede the free exercise of religion, abridge the
freedom of speech, infringe upon the freedom of the press, interfere with the right to peaceably assemble, or prohibit citizens
from petitioning for a governmental redress of grievances. It was adopted into the Bill of Rights in 1791. The Supreme Court
interprets the extent of the protection afforded to these rights. The First Amendment has been interpreted by the Court as
applying to the entire federal government even though it is only expressly applicable to Congress. Furthermore, the Court
has interpreted the Due Process Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment as protecting the rights in the First Amendment from
interference by state governments (Vile et al. 2009).

2 In today’s Europe, the question is no longer whether hate speech should be banned but the following: How to define hate speech?
What sorts of protected groups are its paradigmatic targets? (Laurenzo 2021).
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