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ABSTRACT

Recent scholarship on the working of racial formation processes under-
scores the intersection between discursive and structural components in the
emergence of “race,” and the agency of individuals at the local and global
level in articulating its meaning. This article offers a link toward under-
standing how racial formation processes operate in face-to-face interaction,
by highlighting how people do racialization. Based on fieldwork in Italy, it
explores how conversationalists deploy agreement to co-construct a racial-
ized image of immigrants to Italy. It is argued that this deployment leads to
reinforcement of the racist stances expressed in the conversation itself, and
possibly beyond it. In addition, the repeated occurrence of agreement during
the co-construction of utterances produces a spiral effect around racializing
discourse, a progressive deepening of the racialization itself. At the same
time, agreement leads to a decrease of personal responsibility for the state-
ments made, which come to be co-constructed among conversationalists.
(Agreement, racialization, immigration, Italy)

INTRODUCTION

Recent scholarship on the working of RACIAL FORMATION PROCESSES underscores
the intersection between discursive and structural components in the emergence
of “race,” and the agency of individuals at the local level as well as of institutions
or global movements, in articulating its meaning (Winant 2000:182).! As Howard
Winant notes, a major challenge for the scholarship on race today is to link “the
micro- and macro-aspects of racial signification and racialized social structure.
Such a multileveled and interconnected account is a general obligation of social
theory in the present” (Winant 2000:181; emphasis in original). This article offers
such a link toward understanding how racial formation processes operate in face-
to-face interaction, by highlighting how people Do racialization.

I will look at the role of conversational agreement in racial formation pro-
cesses, through an analysis of conversations about immigrants in Tuscany, Italy.
I will explore how conversationalists deploy agreement to co-construct a racialized
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image of the immigrants, to “other” them, and to construct a parallel sense of the
(White) “us.” I will argue that this deployment leads to a reinforcement of the racist
stances expressed, in the conversation itself and possibly beyond it, and contrib-
utes to emerging racial formation processes present in contemporary Italy. These
processes center exactly on the creation of racialized differences between the
immigrants and the native Italians.

“Conversational agreement” refers here to a stance in conversation, or a way
in which people align with each other. In this article, I will show that when
racializing statements are introduced in a conversation, agreement from the
other participants leads to their reinforcement, and in turn to the reinforcement of
anti-immigrant discourses already present in the larger society. Agreement allows
conversationalists to produce racist/racializing discourse cooperatively as ordi-
nary, as UNACCOUNTABLE (Garfinkel 1967), and as such as “common sense,” as
shared feeling in front of shared experience. Racializing statements end up being
reified: that is, the memory of their social production is erased. Discourses about
immigrants are apprehended as if they preceded the interactional activity itself
(cf. Berger & Luckman 1967:106-107).

In addition, the repeated occurrence of agreement during the co-construction
of utterances produces what I will call a SPIRAL EFFECT around racializing dis-
course: a progressive deepening of the racialization itself and, in some cases, a
strengthening of racist stances. At the same time, agreement leads to a decrease of
personal responsibility for the statements made, which come to be co-constructed
among conversationalists; in this way, the responsibility — including, as I will show,
moral responsibility for what can be classified as hate speech — comes to be shared
and thus diluted.

In using the word “racialization,” I refer here to the processes of racial for-
mation or, as Omi & Winant (1986:55) define them, a ‘““sociohistorical process
by which racial categories are created, inhabited, transformed, and destroyed.”
Following Miles, the concept can be used to indicate the process through which
social relationships among people are structured by attributing meaning to
“particular biological features of human beings, as a result of which individuals
may be assigned to a general category of persons which reproduces itself
biologically” (Miles 1989:75). Miles sees racialization as the result of a racist
ideology that transforms any intergroup difference into a racial one. This means
that racialization is a consequence of the presence of racism in a society, and in
turn it creates “races.” Miles underlines that racialization categorizes not only
the Other, but also, at the same time, the Self (1989:75).

The concept of racialization, over the decades, has been used with rather dif-
ferent meanings in various contexts and by various authors (see Barot & Bird
2001, Murji & Solomos 2005). While such a multiplicity of frameworks is at
times confusing — to the point that some authors have advocated abandoning it
altogether (e.g. Goldberg 2002) — racialization is, I believe, still a useful concept
that, as Rattansi (2007:107) notes, “moves research and political argument away
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from the unproductive debates about whether any particular individuals, proposi-
tions, claims, and doctrines are simply ‘racist’ or ‘non-racist’.”

Considering racialization as a product of racist ideology has the additional
advantage of reminding us that not everybody is affected by racialization in the
same way. Racial formation processes work at sustaining the privilege of some
and the oppression of others. In Italy today, these processes work at reinforcing
the privilege of citizens over immigrants.

It is important to emphasize that any difference can be racialized, not just skin
color differences. In fact, skin color categories (like others based on biological dif-
ference) are invented as a result of racial formation processes, rather than existing
before them. Nor can we immediately uphold a division between “biological” and
“cultural” characteristics, lest we forget that what is ascribed to culture in one his-
torical context has been attributed to nature in others (for example, gender roles).

This is particularly so when one considers the so-called New Racism, a name that
has been used to indicate a shift in racist ideologies from basing racial differences in
biology to basing them in a reified and naturalized concept of cultural differences seen
as innate and unchangeable (see Taguieff 1987, Balibar & Wallerstein 1991, Gilroy
2004, Baumann 1996). The emergence of these conceptions of race, particularly
strong in Europe today, reveals the shifting quality of racism and racial categories.

Connected to this naturalization of cultural difference is a substitution of the term
“ethnicity” to replace the scorned term “race.” As Stolcke (1993:24) notices, the use
of the concept “ethnicity,” notwithstanding its original purpose to avoid a reification
of “race,” had the effect “to downplay or side-step racism,” becoming a euphemism
to avoid discussing “race.” This is particularly clear in Europe, where the word
“race” and its equivalents have been avoided for decades both by politicians and by
the common people, and even by social scientists. Unfortunately, while the intent
was to negate the existence of biological races, in effect this has stifled an analysis
of their social creation — a social creation that, at the same time, was not at all de-
terred by the silence over the term “race” and “racism’; on the contrary, it was aided
by it. Racism (both as an ideology and as a structural arrangement of inequalities) is
strengthened by its erasure and its disguise as ineffable but inexorable “cultural”
differences. As Stolcke notes, discussing Taguieff’s analysis of New Racism:

The French right began orchestrating its anti-immigrant offensive by espousing
what Taguieff has termed a “differential racism,” a doctrine which exalts the
essential and IRREDUCIBLE CULTURAL DIFFERENCE of non-European immigrant
communities whose presence is condemned for threatening the “host” coun-
try’s original national identity. A core element of this doctrine of exclusion is
the repudiation of “cultural miscegenation” for the sake of the unconditional
preservation of one’s own original purportedly biocultural identity. (Stolcke
1995:4; emphasis added)

We can see a consequence of this in Italy today, where naturalized views of
culture and ethnicity are associated with discriminatory statements against
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Southern Italians or immigrant groups (Allievi 2002). For example, the Northern
League Party in the past staged protests against Arabs and Muslims (the terms
“Arab” and “Muslim” are generally conflated in everyday discourse and in the
media), and pressured the government to prohibit their entrance in Italy, following
the right-wing Italian political scientist Giovanni Sartori, who wanted Arab/Muslims
excluded “to avoid an upsurge of ‘defensive’ racism which, he said, would be
quite justified” (Allievi 2002:45). In this case, racialization invests religious
differences as well as reified cultural differences to define an Arab/Muslim Other.
These forms of racialization pose a challenge to any restrictive understanding of
racism that sees it as expressed through the “White/Black”™ divide, and that can
lead one to ignore forms of racism that cannot be subsumed under this categoriza-
tion (Lentin 2004:18). In this perspective, racial hate in Italy against Albanian or
Polish immigrants, or against Southern Italians, gets obscured under the label of
“ethnic discrimination” and becomes invisible. An analysis of racism and racial-
ization needs to consider, on the contrary, how discourses around race can be
shifted away from skin color and repositioned on assumed characteristics of
immigrants’ behavior, including dress, living habits, and moral qualities, compli-
cating and blurring the theoretical boundary between race and ethnicity.?

In my research, I start from an understanding of racism as interactionally
achieved and as connected to processes of formation of modern nation-states and
national identities (Lentin 2004:19). As Silverman (1992:26) notes, “Racism is not
an external evil which periodically plagues the body politic; it is an integral part of
the very constitution of modern nation-states.” As such, racism is a STRUCTURAL
phenomenon in society.

However, a focus on the nation-state level or global dynamics and on racism as
structural must not lose sight of the contributions of single individuals to that
system. Such an oversight could, among other problems, furnish an alibi to indi-
viduals and absolve them of responsibility for discriminatory actions. Rattansi
(2007:134 ff.) reports an enlightening case. In the inquiry over the failed investi-
gation of the murder of a Black teenager, Stephen Lawrence, in 1999 London,
Lord Macpherson, responsible for the inquiry, invoked the institutional racism
of the London police. He wrote that such institutional racism could be “detected
in processes, attitudes and behavior which amount to discrimination through
UNWITTING prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which
disadvantage minority ethnic people” (cited in Rattansi 2007:134; emphasis added).
While this may appear as a clear indictment of an institution and its racism, the
outcome was quite the opposite. As Rattansi informs us:

The confusions endemic in the Report’s usage of ‘institutional racism’ enabled
many in the London Metropolitan Police to argue that no individuals could
be held responsible for the failure of the investigation, which was instead
attributed to organizational procedures, a collective ethos and unintentional
prejudice. (Rattansi 2007:137)
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Notice the use of the word “unwitting” in the original report. In this case, individuals
come to be seen as “unintentionally” prejudiced because of where they are situated
in the system. This removes responsibility from those same individuals, negating
their agency and, in the end, furnishing a possible excuse for discrimination. While
the substitution of the term “structural” for “institutional”” in recent scholarship was
intended to avoid limiting racism to single institutions (see Grant-Thomas & Powell
2006), individual responsibility must still be addressed, and a vague reference to
individual prejudice, “culture,” or lack of knowledge simply is not sufficient.

Looking at racism and racialization as interactionally constructed allows us to
see that racism is not simply something that people “are” but something that
people “do.” They do it, among other ways, through how they interact, and how
they use racializing discourses in their interactions. I argue that to assume that a
person simply 1S racist can hide the problem, making it unsolvable. To say that a
person IS racist is, in a sense, a way of removing their responsibility. People can
then be assumed to be the “uneducated victims of the system” rather than active
constructors of that system. To say that people DO racism, on the contrary, (i)
highlights that they are active, not passive, in the process, and (ii) means that, to a
degree, they could choose to do otherwise.

In the rest of this article, after giving some information on the Italian context in
terms of immigration, I will show agreement constructed in everyday conversa-
tions through three examples. The first two are taken from video recordings in
barbershops, a situation in which the people present may be acquaintances or
know each other relatively little. The last one is taken from a dinner among people
who know each other relatively well or are friends.

THE ITALIAN CONTEXT AND THE TUSCAN METROPOLITAN AREA

Italy is quickly becoming an immigrant-receiving country. While the 5.0% ratio of
immigrants? in respect to the general population is not as high as in traditional re-
ceiving countries like the United States, the pace of arrival has accelerated dramati-
cally during the past two decades, reaching a total of roughly 3 million out of a total
population of nearly 60 million. The composition of the immigrant population is
quite diverse, with almost 200 nationalities represented. The largest groups come
from eastern Europe’s former communist countries (42.7%) and Arab countries
(19%) (Cesareo 2004:8). Only 7.2% come from sub-Saharan Africa, although they
are often over-represented in the mass media (ISTAT 2006, 2001: Papavero
2004:356). In terms of structures for receiving immigrants, laws, educational sys-
tem, and so on, Italy has been generally unprepared for their arrival. One of the
major problems for immigrants is finding suitable homes (Granata, Lanzani & Novak
2004:161), and many of them remain homeless or live in substandard housing.
Legislation addressing immigration was practically absent until 1987, and still today
is in flux, keeping many immigrants in a legal limbo (Macioti & Pugliese 2003).
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My research focused on the Tuscan Metropolitan Area, which includes the
cities of Florence, Prato, and Pistoia, in the northeast of Tuscany.* This is an eco-
nomically prosperous area that has been governed since World War II by parties
of the Left. Industrial development has attracted a large number of immigrants.
Today, they constitute 6.44% of the total Tuscan population, but almost 50% of
them live in the Metropolitan Area. Here they reach 8—12% of the total popula-
tion. The three cities also show important differences. A large proportion of
Chinese immigrants are concentrated in the city of Prato, where they constitute
50.9% of all immigrants (the largest Chinese community in Italy); the second
largest group in the province is Albanians (22.03%), followed by Pakistanis
(7.89%). In the city of Pistoia, by contrast, 56.5% of the immigrants come from
Albania, followed by Romanians (15.5%) and Moroccans (10.6%). In the prov-
ince of Florence, immigrants are distributed more evenly: 20.7% of the total
immigrants are Albanians, followed by 16% Chinese and 9.98% Romanian.

The high concentration of immigrants has quickly transformed the three
cities into a high-contact area. Here, the “immigrant” argument has become
a prominent focus of discussion both in the local media and among native
Tuscans. Notions of what “the immigrants™ are like or act like are continuously
proposed in conversation; anecdotal evidence of their behavior and nature, and
the implications of their presence (often gathered by hearsay or from the media),
are discussed. An interplay of narratives is deployed to create racialized images
of the Self and the Other. The stories are often repeated time and again, always
supposed to be true (“they said it on TV” or “it happened to a friend,” people say),
and they lead (or are expected to lead) to a construction of agreement between
interlocutors. In addition, the rapidity of change and the large presence of Chinese
and Albanian immigrants renders these two groups highly visible and contributes
to the sense that native Tuscans have of having been recently “invaded.” Sheer
numbers, however, do not explain which groups get to feel the heat of racist
discourse the most. For example, Arab immigrants have been a growing focus of
racist discourse in recent years, in part connected to the post-9/11 image of Arabs
as terrorists offered by Italian and other European media.

DISCOURSES, PERFORMANCE, AND AGREEMENT IN CONVERSATION

My study aims to bring together cross-disciplinary theories developed as part of
Critical Race Studies, with analytical tools developed in Conversation Analysis,
and with attention to the larger context of interaction proper to ethnography of
speaking. The focus on discourse also connects my study to a tradition of
inquiry on the emergence of racist discourses in everyday life pursued by
researchers such as van Dijk 1987, Wodak 1989, and Essed 1991. This perspective,
part of Critical Discourse Analysis, adopts Foucault’s (1972:49) definition of
discourse as “practices which systematically form the objects of which they
speak.” Discourses are seen as constituting “situations, objects of knowledge,
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and the social identities of and relationships between people and groups of peo-
ple” (Wodak 1996:15). Thus discourse practices can “help produce and repro-
duce unequal power relations . . . through the ways they represent things and
position people” (Wodak 1996:15).3

During my fieldwork in Tuscany, I noticed that once the topic of “the immi-
grants” was brought up in conversations, people would participate by telling
stories (including those of personal experience), giving assessments, and expressing
agreement or disagreement with those assessments. People would discuss at
length the meaning of immigrants’ presence and their behavior. In these conversa-
tions, speakers often referred intertextually to discourses about immigration in the
media, or available in the larger society, or to narratives they had previously heard,
as background information on which to build their arguments. Discourses about
immigration were of particular importance, and they were used as “‘common
knowledge” or “truth statements.” By being shared in the interaction in conditions
of agreement, in turn, their status as knowledge not subject to argument, as “given
fact” was reinforced, at least in the context of the conversation itself.

As Goodwin (1990:10) notes, “Activities align participants toward each other
in specific ways . . . and this process is central to the way in which activities pro-
vide resources for constituting social organization within face-to-face interaction.”
In the articulation of participant frameworks around the talk about immigrants and
their behavior, conversationalists may align toward each other through agreement.
When they do this, they tend to co-construct the conversation in a way that
projects their identity as if they were part of the same in-group (Italian, European,
White, etc.), at the same time underlining sameness among them and difference
from the immigrant Other.

Language scholars have often seen agreement in conversation as the preferred
behavior (Sacks 2006, Pomerantz 2006, Schegloff, Jefferson & Sacks 1977),
while disagreement is the dispreferred one, understood as communication trouble
or a problem to be resolved. Agreement is preferred because, according to scholars,
it protects face and is considered as favoring social solidarity (see Heritage 2006,
Brown & Levinson 1978, Goffman 1955). For example, Heritage (2006:11)
writes: “There is a ‘bias’ intrinsic to many aspects of the organization of talk
which is generally favorable to the maintenance of bonds of solidarity between
actors and which promotes the avoidance of conflict.”® He goes on to discuss
agreement as such an “organization of talk.” Disagreement and other “disaffilia-
tive” actions are seen as dispreferred and considered “destructive” of social soli-
darity (Heritage 2006:15). In this article, however, I will bring to attention what
can be considered a rather undesirable result of agreement in conversation: It can
lead to the reinforcement of racializing discourse.

This effect may be due to the same reason that makes agreement “desirable”
in conversation: Whenever stances, opinions, topics, or assessments (including
racializing ones) are introduced, the conversationalists are doubly pressured to
agree with them to continue upholding affiliation and/or identity and to protect
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face.” Disagreement, instead, can separate the participants into different and op-
posite teams (see Kangasharju 1996), thus introducing differential identities.
Agreement keeps the conversationalists, in a sense, on the same team. It orients
them to the same values, principles, and shared beliefs. As we will see, this also
contributes to create a sense of the immigrants as Other.

Everyday conversations also entail continuous co-performance. Bauman (1986:3;
see also Hymes 1981:132) defines performance as “a mode of communication, a
way of speaking, the essence of which resides in the assumption of responsibility
to an audience for a display of communicative skill.” In the case of the co-perfor-
mance of racist and racializing topics, responsibility is implied in the choice to
consider the interlocutor as part of a class that can share and appreciate the speak-
er’s footing toward the narrative itself, and thus his or her attitude toward the im-
migrants to whom the narrative refers. In this way, the co-participants can mutually
reinforce the “truth” of the racial categorization of the Self and Other that they are
constructing (cf. Shuck 2004:211).

Performance also influences the discourses that are proposed as part of it. The
narratives around immigrants define the immigrants’ behavior, and they become
increasingly powerful in reifying the images of immigrants they carry as they are
performed anew in new conversations. As Shuck (2004:217) notes, while succes-
sive repetitions of a story can introduce variations, and modify ideological prem-
ises with it, “some of those premises become increasingly fixed: Foreigners are
scary. People with accents are incomprehensible. Stories about scary, incompre-
hensible foreigners are performable.” Thus, performance does not simply repre-
sent but contributes to the creation of social identities, including those Italians are
claiming for themselves and those they are attributing to the immigrants.

WHEN RACIALIZING STATEMENTS ARE INTRODUCED, AGREEMENT
LEADS TO THEIR REINFORCEMENT

Moving on to the analysis, I will first show an exchange in which the participants
display agreement to each other by picking up and expanding the proposed topic,
co-constructing utterances, giving positive feedback to statements, approving and
confirming views and opinions, and bringing up additional information to uphold
certain “truths.” You will notice that this creates a SPIRAL EFFECT whereby the
participants “rally”” each other in making increasingly racializing statements. You
will also notice a chain of associations that progressively expands the topic itself.
Following Miiller 1996, I will show how this effect is created through the prosody
of the “continuers” (Schegloff 1982) or “acknowledgments” (Miiller 1996).
Finally, you will notice a progressive amplification of the racialization itself.
Toward the end, you will see a clear categorization of Self vs. Other emerging.
You will also notice that several DiISCOURSES and much background knowledge are
brought into the conversation to stand as factual evidential bases for truth claims.
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The exchange happens in a barbershop (Barbershop 1). The barbers are
Barber1 and Barber2. The clients participating to this conversation are here called
Mr. Fabbri and Mr. Giuliani. A third barber and two other clients are present but
do not talk during this exchange. Mr. Fabbri has had his hair cut and is now stand-
ing on the door, smoking a cigarette and watching a pornographic movie shown
on the barbershop’s TV. The piece starts with Mr. Fabbri asking Barber1 where he
bought the movie. Barberl answers that it was brought by il solito negro, ‘the
usual Black’ (he does not talk any further in this piece). Barberl is referring to a
door-to-door vendor, an occupational niche often filled by recent immigrants,
especially those from Africa. From here a conversation begins about the immi-
grants’ arrival in Italy that continues into a discussion of the French national soc-
cer team and its recent win (this piece was recorded in summer 2006, during the
international soccer games) against the Spanish national soccer team.

Example #1: Part 1

(Noises in the background from the movie and from the barbers’ working.
Fab(bri) and Giu(liani) are standing side by side, slightly oriented toward each
other, looking up toward the TV. Barberl is a few feet away to the side, cutting
a client’s hair, moving around the client and not looking at Fabbri and Giuliani.
Barber2 is off camera. Fabbri turns from the screen toward Giuliani briefly
before starting to talk.)

\=>Giu \\((points chin briefly at screen, then=> Giu. Bends slightly closer to Giu))
1 Fab: \\questi (in Italia)\\([ ] ) son de’ marocchini [( )
these in Italy are of the Moroccans

\\((turns and => Fab))

2 Giu: [Si é] [E::h \Son TUTti al[gerini,=
yes, right they are all Algerians
3 Fab: \((-HS)
NC )
4 Giu:=[\\capit[o?
you see?
\\(-HS)
5 Fab: [\\(Tunisini)
Tunisians

6  Giu: EhE So’ tutti di’ maghreb [laggiu
Right? They are all from Maghreb down there

7  Fab: [(maghreb) (.) (ce n’é) di tutte le razze =
Maghreb  (there are) of all races/kinds

8  Giu:=si vEdano NO?
You can see them right?

9  Fab: (+HS))

Language in Society 38:5 (2009) 557

https://doi.org/10.1017/50047404509990431 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404509990431

VALENTINA PAGLIAI

10 Giu: esaicen’¢cen’ecen’e a sfare [(ki ora)]
And you know there are- there are- there are way more than needed here now

11 Fab: [((+HS ] Continues +HS while \\raising eyebrows*))
12 Giu: \\ ((waives hands**))
13 Fab: °( )°

14 Giu: ((strong -HS. Then Giu steps slightly to the left and is no longer visible in the videocamera))

15 Giu: Che IDDio Ci Salvi
May God save us

*Raising eyebrows communicates that something is problematic, worrisome.
*%This gesture means “no more” or “I do not need it” or “stop it is enough.”

Co-constructing the person from the Maghreb

While Barber! had referenced the door-to-door vendor through a racial label (‘Black’),
in lines 1-6 Fabbri and Giuliani define him through national affiliation. They do so by
cooperatively “relaunching” each other’s utterances. In proposing different national
labels, they give nonverbal and verbal acknowledgments of each other’s utterances
that are not neutral, but instead offer agreement and function as directives to the other
to continue on the topic (Sacks 1971:5; Miiller 1996:135-36). Giuliani produces sev-
eral raises in intonation (questioning intonation), which invite and obtain positive
feedback acknowledgments from Fabbri. The speakers are also continuously overlap-
ping. The effect is one of incremental co-production of one utterance, a list of nation-
alities that is finally capped by Giuliani’s summary in line 6: ‘they are all from
Maghreb’. At this point Fabbri goes back to the racial characterization in line 7, and
Giuliani promptly “uptakes” it by stating that such racial affiliation is evident, in line 8.

Co-producing assessments

Fabbri and Giuliani are not simply describing a situation; they are also producing
assessments of that situation. Note the negative headshakes. For example, Fabbri’s
negative headshake in line 5, just as he contributes the label “Tunisians’, expresses
disapproval not of his own words, of course, but of Tunisian immigration to Italy.
The use of the word tutti/e ‘all’ (repeated in lines 2, 6 and 7), while used to underline
the supposed similarity of all immigrants, is pronounced in a way that shows disap-
proval. Fabbri and Giuliani are thus co-producing a negative assessment of the im-
migrant presence and showing each other their stance toward immigration: one of
disapproval. A spiral effect can be noticed as Giuliani produces more direct and
stronger negative assessments in lines 10 and 15 (‘May God save us’).

Racializing Maghrebians as Black

Barberl had referenced the vendor as Black, and now Fabbri and Giuliani con-
struct him as Maghrebian. The term ‘Black’ is thus enlarged to include North
Africans. This is important if we consider that from the point of view of simple
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phenotypic characteristics there is a large overlap between the appearance and
skin color of Italians and North Africans. However, here Maghrebians are instead
equated with racial Other (evident in lines 8-9) in respect to the Self, which is
later cast as White as the conversation proceeds (see lines 34-37).

Expanding the topic

Fabbri’s words in line 7 are fundamental to understanding what happens later in the
conversation. He first concurs with Giuliani, showing agreement, by repeating the
word Maghreb. Immediately after, he seems to contradict that conclusion by saying
that ‘there are of all kinds/races’. This is not a contradiction, though, if we understand
that here Fabbri is referring to immigrants in general who are present in Italy: those
from the Maghreb and those from other places. That this is not a disagreement is clear
from Giuliani’s following utterance, timed to follow with no pause, which confirms
Fabbri’s words, and Fabbri’s subsequent agreement through positive headshake in line
9. Thus the conversationalists have now expanded their topic of discussion from
Maghrebis to all immigrants while defining them as “visibly different” (line 8-9).

Co-constructing the different as dangerous

Starting from line 22, Fabbri and Giuliani co-construct an utterance that is a list of
negative things brought by immigrants: diseases, syphilis, malaria, and dirt.

Example #1: Part 2

\\((Fab steps closer to Giu bending slightly toward him as he whispers his words, with +HS))
16 Fab: \\°(no ora) (con questi) ( De°
(Listen now) (with these)
17 Giu: [\anti n’arria poi con questo=
how many are coming, then, with this

18 Fab: \\((continuous +HS))
19 Giu:=tempo bell[o ] ha’ visto laggiu?=

fair weather. Did you see down there?

\((+HS))
20 Fab: [ba\\]
of course

21 Fab:=((-HS))

22 Giu: malattie sifilide,\\ tu va’ a sape’ icché un portan[o;,
illnesses, syphilis, who knows what don’t they carry

23  Fab: \\((pointing gesture*)) [di tutto
all kinds of things
24 Giu: malari[a,
malaria
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\\((slight grimace))
25 Fab: [\sudic[iume]
dirt
26  Giu: [ Por]tan sudicium[ef
they bring dirt
\\((-HS))
27 Fab: [\°ba°

of course

28  Giu: ogni ‘osa.
everything
29  Barber2: filmini porno,
porno movies

(1.0)

30 Barber2: E:hE?
right?

*This gesture means “you said it” or “there you say it.”

Positive acknowledgments, functioning as display of agreement and as direc-
tives to continue with the topic, create a progressive deepening of the negative
stance: The conversationalists are now producing racist statements. What is being
co-constructed here is what Conquergood (1988:197) calls the “Difference-
Disorder-Dirt-Danger Sliding Continuum.” In his analysis of health workers’
perception of Hmong refugees, Conquergood (1988:197) writes:

People and actions that disturb order, violate categories, mess up the system are
branded unclean: ‘The unclear is the unclean’ (Turner 1967:97). Labeling some-
one or something ‘dirty’ is a way of controlling perceived anomalies, incongrui-
ties, contradictions, ambiguities — all that does not fit into our categories, and
therefore threatens cherished principles. ‘Dirt,” then, functions as the mediating
term between ‘Difference’ and ‘Danger.’ It is the term that loads the perception
of ‘Difference’ with a moral imperative, and enables the move from description
to action, from ‘is’ to ‘ought.” Defining something as unhealthy, harmful, dan-
gerous establishes the premise for ‘moving in,” for control.

The lurking image is one of the dangerousness of the ‘who knows how many’ im-
migrants arriving. Together with it is an association with contamination, evident
in the mention of diseases. The Tuscan word sudiciume has also a moral under-
tone, implying dubious morality. In fact, one of the diseases Giuliani names, syph-
ilis, reveals how immigrants, especially immigrant women, are stereotypically
associated with prostitution. While it is true that some immigrant women are
forced into prostitution, they are a very small percentage of the total. Of this small
percentage, though, the media speak very often, and they are also particularly
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visible because of the very nature of prostitution. The other disease mentioned is
malaria. From a factual point of view, bringing up malaria is particularly absurd,
given the absence of cases of malaria today in Italy. However, Tuscany has been
until recent times an area of endemic malaria: Here the illness belonging to the
past-self seems to have been displaced on the present-other. Both illnesses are
thus pregnant with meaning in terms of racialization and othering.

Disaffiliation and its management

At this point, in line 29, Barber2 enters the exchange, seemingly to contribute a
further item to the list being constructed: pornographic movies. His contribution
seems to fit with the immigrants as bringing prostitution idea: It follows the
same prosodic pattern as the previous incremental parts of Fabbri’s and Giu-
liani’s utterance, the rhythm of production and intonation are the same, and
Barber2 does not let the intonation fall at the end, just like somebody producing
an item in an ongoing list. However, Barber2 produces his piece after Giuliani
has produced a summary of the list in line 28 (‘everything’), concluding the ut-
terance with a falling intonation. As such, the status of Barber2’s piece is am-
biguous: It sounds like an increment, but it is produced when the previous
utterance is done. The ambiguity is compounded if we recall that Fabbri and
Giuliani have been watching a porn movie. Thus Barber2 is saying that the im-
migrants are bringing something Fabbri and Giuliani are obviously enjoying.
The fact that Barber2 follows the same prosody pattern, then, can be read as a
disguise, a veiling of a disagreement.® This kind of “camouflaging,” as Miiller
(1996:160; see also the related study by Couper-Kuhlen 1992) notes in his work
on radio conversations, allows the speaker “to insert the proposal for topical
rupture and closure of the conversation in an inconspicuous manner.”

Barber2’s intervention is followed by a long silence, and the other participants
do not produce any acknowledgment of it. In fact, Barber2 takes a turn again in
line 30 to request an acknowledgment (‘right?’), but does not obtain it. This points
to the possibility that the other speakers indeed perceive Barber2’s ambiguity and
possible disagreement. In fact, in line 31 (below), Giuliani passes to a new, but
connected, argument: the presence of ‘Blacks’ on the French national soccer team.
This new argument is built actually to reinforce his previous position. Thus
Giuliani shows himself to have perceived Barber2’s contribution as a possible
critique of his previous stance, and he is producing further evidence to sustain
what seems by now to be his general theme: the excessive presence of immigrants
as a negative thing, and their fundamental otherness.

Example #1: Part 3

31 Giu: >Io I’altra sera giti< [\\la Francia (.) \\(e un era). COntai I’avean sette negri,
the other evening, come on, France, (it wasn’t).* I counted. They had seven Blacks

32 Fab: \((+HS, -HS)) \\((low hand gesture** and smiles more))
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33 Giu: dio come? 10 deo (parla-) >un gli ho mai potuti veder i fr\\ancesi< (.4) faceo =

1 say: how? I have to say- I could never bear them, the French. I was
34  Fab: \\((+HS))
35 Giu: =il tifo per la Spagna;, [ (.6) ] tutti bianchi; =
cheering for Spain. All Whites
36 Fab: [Anch’Io]
me too

37 Fab:=ANch’lo
me too

38  Giu: Belli puliti bianchi bellini spagnoli, (.) come noi italia- Eh?
Beautiful, clean, Whites, handsome Spaniards, like us Italia- that’s it?
(.5)
39  Giu: di la sette negr[i
on the other side seven Blacks

\\((-HS))
40 Fab: [\(un) ( )

41  Giu: o di doe’? o come la sta? \\ (.) (Midonna) (grande) vinsen tre a uno [a’ visto?
but from where? But how is it? (Madonna big)! They won three to one, did you see?

\\((+HS))
42  Fab: \\((-HS)) [\\°ba
indeed

*Probably meaning “it just was not right.”
*#* This gesture means “go, go” or “go on.”

Racialization of nationality

In passing to this new argument, consideration of racial affiliation and the di-
chotomization of people into Blacks and Whites becomes more apparent and de-
fined. There is a hidden message in Giuliani’s words: Blacks cannot be French
and French cannot be Black. This is expressed in line 41, as he questions from
where, and how it could happen that the French could have ‘Blacks’ among them.
Race is rendered equivalent to nationality, and Italy is cast as White. The exten-
sion of Whiteness from France to Italy happens in his comparison with the Span-
ish team. The racialization of national affiliation and the discourse about citizenship
and citizenship rights connected to it emerged often in my data. In this example,
being both French and Black is seen as ‘not possibly right’. Nationality is natural-
ized and biologized as an inherited trait and cannot be changed: Immigrants are
racialized and forever othered. Their presence on the “national” soil is forever
delegitimized. In fact, people of immigrant origin, including Italian-born children
of immigrant parents, are most often perceived as foreigners in Tuscany, with no
regard to citizenship.® Moreover, the presence of the inassimilable (racialized)
foreigner in the midst of US is rendered problematic.
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Giuliani’s words also underscore an interesting idea that I could call SOCCER
MISCEGENATION: The mixing of different races in soccer teams leads to lower
moral standards owing to unfair competition. Notice how he causally connects the
presence of the Blacks to the French team’s victory. There may also be at play here
an underlying belief in the physical superiority of the Black player that reminds us
of earlier biological-racist beliefs in the innate suitability of the Black body for
sports (which continuously reemerge in contemporary discourse). A multiple set
of ideas about race, nationality, defilement, morality, and gender is thus crafted
together by Fabbri and Giuliani in this brief conversation.

The continuing role of agreement

The positive acknowledgments/directives the speakers offer each other have a role
in creating the spiral effect of increasing racialization, and they also afford the
speakers a sense of “being on the right side” as they produce increasingly racist
and discriminatory statements. From line 31 to line 41, Giuliani produces a con-
tinuous narrative. Fabbri supports him by giving positive acknowledgments both
nonverbally (positive headshakes and smiles) and verbally (such as his repetition
of ‘me too’ in lines 36—37). These acknowledgments again work as directives, and
Giuliani reinforces his assessments and produces more racializing (and openly
racist) statements as he proceeds in his narrative. It is in the end Fabbri’s continu-
ous agreement that allows Giuliani to continue and aggravate his racialization,
beyond any reasonable consideration of fact or even the veiled disagreement from
Barber2.

Repetition of underlying discourses

Finally, several discourses about immigrants are deployed in this exchange that
have emerged time and again during my fieldwork: (i) immigrants as flood, too
many, uncontrollable (lines 10, 15, 17); (ii) immigrants as bringing dangers (dis-
eases and illegal activities, like prostitution); (iii) immigrants as illegal, arriving in
Italy by crossing the Mediterranean on boats.!0 These discourses are treated as
basic evidential truths, and once they have been invoked, agreement is built around
them. Notice in particular the third one (immigrants are all illegal),!" which is
very briefly invoked in lines 17-21. Giuliani only mentions somebody arriving
with the fair weather ‘down there’. The rest of the story is left to be understood by
the interlocutor, who in fact both produces ample agreement with it and offers an
assessment (line 21) through a negative headshake. The complete story is often
heard from the media, generally in the context of accidents where boats have cap-
sized in stormy seas. The landings are often shown to happen in southern Italy
(‘down there’). In this everyday conversation, then, the discourse of the media is
indexed and amplified, creating an effect similar to a repeated performance of
(constructed) social realities.
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BuiLpiNG HATE SPEECH TOGETHER

Agreement can be offered also in cases in which hate speech!? is involved, and the
speaker communicates an openly hostile stance toward immigrants. This occurs in
Example #2 below. Here hostility is conjoined to racialization and to a construc-
tion of immigrants as “all dangerous/with murderous intent.” In this case, there
is also an effect of reinforcement of a generalized paranoia that is, as I noted
earlier, amply fostered by the mass media as well: the fear of the “Arab/Muslim
terrorist.”

The exchange happens in Barbershop 2. The participants are the barber (Bar-
ber) and two clients (Mr. Iori and Mr. Livi). There is a third client in the shop
who does not actively contribute to this exchange. As part of a conversation on
the summer holidays, Iori laments the restrictions on the kinds of luggage that
can be carried on airplanes as a consequence of fear of terrorist attacks. He goes
on to talk about a recent terrorist attempt in England. The recording was done
on August 12, 2006, two days after the British police announced having thwarted
a terrorist plot to explode aircraft traveling from England to the United States
and Canada. Allegedly, as many as ten aircraft had been targeted. Twenty-five
people were arrested. The alleged plot was the focus of attention of the national
mass media, and it was depicted as being of “extremist Muslim” and “Islamic
fascist” origin.

As Iori speaks, he builds his story incrementally, as if inviting the others to
perform the story together with him. He inflates the news and the number of
aircraft involved, and the terrorists are attributed the intent and the superior abil-
ity to commit mass murder by bombing England, with a crescendo in the depic-
tion of the danger that renders it increasingly scary. At this point, the Barber
turns and enters the conversation (line 1) to affirm that ten years before ‘they’
(the identity of the subject remains unstated) should have thrown atomic bombs
‘down there’.

As in Example #1, it is apparent in this exchange that conversational agree-
ment — through positive acknowledgments (lines 3, 5, 14, 16, 18, 20), co-con-
struction of utterances (line 3) and the production of agreeing stances (lines
7-10) — creates a spiral effect, allowing the participants to produce a rising level
of what can be seen as hate speech. The conversationalists pass from reporting
a news event, to asking for radical repressive measures against a generalized
“terrorist other” (Part 1), to the association of Pakistani immigrants with terror-
ists, to the final suggestion that immigrants should be left to drown at sea (Part
2). The participant structure created emboldens the participants to produce more
extreme stances, while producing an effect of sharing of the (extreme) views
proposed, confirming their views and beliefs and sustaining their emotional out-
burst as justified. The conversationalists thus co-participate in doing racism, and
the continuous agreement works at decreasing personal responsibility for the
statements made.
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Example #2: Part 1.

((Tori is sitting in the back of the shop, Livi is sitting to the side and only his hands and legs are
visible to the camera. Unfortunately, it is impossible to see any eventual feedback Livi may be
doing with his head. The Barber is cutting the hair of the third client. He stops working and turns
toward Iori.))

1 Barber:  Dleci Anni Fa se ci avevan buttato un paio di bombe atomiche, =
ten years ago, if (they) had dropped there a couple of atomic bombs,

2 Barber: =[(laggil)
down there
\\((hand to his chin, points finger at Barber*, then +HS))

3 Jori =[\laggiu? [LA]G\\giu te I’ho de[tto
down there? Down there, I told you
4  Barber: [ E:]1\((+HS))
Right?
5 Livi: [bravo bravo

bravo bravo

6 Barber:  \((=>Livi, +HS)) \\((turns away, toward the third client, and resumes working))
\\((=> Livi))

7 Tori: \\* ma madonna \\puttana® \\O per quale motivo un 1’hanno fatto? (.50)=
but Madonna whore. For what reason haven’t (they) done it?
\\((raises and drops both forearms))
8 Tori: =n’hanno fatte tante potevan fa’ \\anche ‘ella.
(they) have done so many, (they) could have done that too
(1.3)
9 Iori: E S:ai ‘ella gente Ii ragazzi un li possan combatte’ si ‘ede=

You see, that kind of people, boy! (They) cannot fight them, it seems,

\\((moves hands to underline what he just said))
10 Iori: =\\perché¢ \Come [mai ( )—
but why? How come ( )

*A gesture meaning ‘there you say it’, or ‘that’s it’.

In line 1, while the Barber’s words are elliptical and require some background
information, most Italians would immediately understand them as referring to the
first Gulf war, meaning that the coalition forces should have dropped an atomic
bomb on the terrorists living ‘down there’. This interpretation is fortified by the
subsequent interaction. As for the proposed agent, the unstated subject probably
does not refer to the Italians (who have no atomic bombs to drop) but either to the
British or to the Americans, who are generally seen as the moving force in the two
Gulf wars.

This is a strong statement that may appear excessive; yet immediately
afterward, Iori and Livi both offer agreement, even emphatically approving. As
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Shuck (2004:210; emphasis in original) has recently noted, performances
in conversation invite “the proliferation of ideological extremes.” The Barber
treats lori’s previous inflated account of the terrorist attempt as factual truth.
Given such evidential basis of the seriousness of the terrorist threat, a necessity
to defend oneself with similar strength — nothing less than an atomic bomb —
may start to appear justified. The Barber produces what can be seen as hate
speech, yet he does so in the double bracketing of answering to Iori’s account
of threat, and followed by the emphatic positive acknowledgments of both Iori
and Livi.

But where are the terrorists? In fact, dropping a bomb would be counterproduc-
tive if terrorists were thought to be everywhere, or even in England itself. They are
‘down there’, says the Barber (line 2), and Iori repeats the same word (line 3),
showing he has understood clearly and agrees on where exactly the terrorists are
located. While ‘down there’ may appear a rather vague reference, in everyday
conversation in Tuscany the term generally refers to geographical-sociopolitical
coordinates and means either southern Italy or North Africa and Africa in general.
In addition, the enemy countries during the first Gulf war, from an Italian perspec-
tive, were Iraq and Libya. Libya in fact launched a few missiles against Italy at the
outset of the war, which luckily fell in the Mediterranean Sea without reaching
Sicily. In line 8, Iori indirectly adds to the localization of where the terrorists are:
in countries where ‘they’ (the British? the U.S.?) have already ‘done so many’
things: possibly Iraq and Afghanistan. Thus the place (destructible) where terror-
ists supposedly gather is constructed without any direct mention, in a way that
heightens its dangerousness and mystery, and yet the references are quite clear to
anybody sharing similar background knowledge. ‘Down there’ is imagined as
a culturally OTHER area. As nameless, it is also faceless and depersonalized:
The atomic bomb would not kill innocent human beings, women or children, only
terrorists.

Iori concludes by wondering again (lines 9—10) why it is so hard to fight ‘that
kind of people’ — using a wider and more ambiguous label than ‘terrorists’. Next the
Barber, latching onto that vagueness, extends the label ‘terrorists’ to Pakistani im-
migrants and then to immigrants in general. In his answer to Iori’s question the en-
tailment is that we cannot stop terrorists because we do not stop Pakistani immigrants
from entering Italy, and because we protect immigrants.

Example #2: Part 2.

\\((stops working, turns =>Iori, shaking hand with scissor))
11 Barber: [\E SI ‘ONTINUA SEMPRE A DIFENDERE:. =
we always keep defending

12 Barber:=TUTTI I GIORNI ARRIVA PAKI[STANI] A MIGLIAIA IN ITALIA=
everyday arrive Pakistanis in the thousands to Italy

13 Livi: [( )l
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\((+HS, continuing series of +HS))

14 Tori: =\\si (.) e Bravo=
yes, well said

15 Barber:=E NOI SI STA- GLI SI DA’ [ASILO INVECE DI BUTTALLI=
and we are like- we give them asylum instead of dropping them,

\\((continuing series of +HS))
16 Iori: [\\bravo

17 Barber:=DIO BONO UNA BOMBA [E- E- E INVECE SE MORE UNO=
by God, a bomb. And instead if one (of them) dies

\((+HS))
18  Tori: [\\ba
indeed
19  Barber: =AFFOGATO SI FA LE RICERCHE DIO BON[O ] SE MORE UNO=
Drowning  we do searches, good God. If dies one
20 Iori: [(ba)]
indeed

\\((turns away from Iori and toward his work while raising his hand and dropping it)) *
21 Barber: =\\DE NOSTRI (.) VAFFANCULO
of ours, go fuck yourself

*A gesture of dismissal that underlines the “vaffanculo.”

Several things must be noticed in the Barber’s utterance. First, note the
equivalence built between terrorists and immigrants. Second, he maintains a
very high speaking volume through the utterance, practically screaming. Third,
he shifts to the first from the third person, bringing back the responsibility to
find a solution to terrorism on ‘us’ (lines 11, 15, 19). I will analyze in depth each
of these in turn.

The passage from terrorism to immigration

This revolves around the mention of Pakistanis, who are the fastest-growing
Muslim immigrant group in the Metropolitan Area. Moreover, some of the al-
leged terrorists arrested by the British police were of Pakistani origin. In line 15,
the Barber states that ‘we’ give them asylum, in the form of refugee status. How-
ever, it is not Pakistanis who usually receive political asylum, but others, such
as Iraqis and Kurds. Then, in lines 17 and 19, he refers to the arrival of illegal
immigrants by boat across the Mediterranean, recalling the possibility that some
may drown in the attempt. However, immigrants attempting to enter illegally
via the Mediterranean do not generally receive asylum, and immigrants from
Pakistan do not have to cross the Mediterranean. Rather than referring to
particular cases of immigration, bringing together these very different situations
of immigration in one utterance creates a generalized immigrant Other, associ-
ated with terrorism. This immigrant Other is entirely, undifferentially guilty and
punishable, in fact, bombable.
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The creation of the category of the immigrant as undifferentiated Other (already
seen in Example #1) who shares a set of beliefs and actions (such as being a terror-
ist) is part of a process of racial formation that can be seen operating at various
levels, from everyday conversations, to public political discourse, to the mass me-
dia, both in Italy and elsewhere in Europe. In this process, we see the workings of
the New Racism, in which biology has been replaced with cultural/religious belong-
ing writ large, and culture is innately connected to a certain set of religious beliefs.
Thus, in Italy “Arab/Muslims” are treated as a separate “race” both in everyday
conversations and in public discourse (see also Allievi 2002). Example #3 shows
this in the following brief exchange from Barbershop 5. A client (Mr. Mori) and a
barber (Barber) are teasing a second client (Mr. Nardi) — who remains silent — by
telling him that he ‘looks like a terrorist’. This is then equated with ‘looking like an
Moroccan’, then ‘Arab’, and finally ‘Algerian’. As in Example #1, different nation-
alities are conflated as an undistinguished dangerous Arab Other.

Example #3

Mori: eh tu sei anche fatto a terrorista eh tu sembri pitt un marocchino che italiano vero?
you look like a terrorist, you look like a Moroccan rather than Italian, right?
Barber: si sembra pitl un si-
Yes he looks more like a si-
Mori: arabo o un affare-
Arab or some kind of-
Barber: algerino algerino.

Algerian Algerian.

Returning to Example #2, Iori’s answer of agreement with the Barber’s words
(line 14), accepting as appropriate the Barber’s elliptical association of terrorists
with Pakistani immigrants, can be interpreted as indirectly reinforcing this same
discourse, performing its acceptance as unmarked background knowledge, a truth
that needs no explanation whatsoever.

The Barber’s LOUDNESS is also notable. While he appears to produce factual infor-
mation, his paralanguage and nonverbal language (shaking the scissors) do the work
of communicating his stance and his feelings about that same information: anger and
distress at the mentioned “facts.” The tone of voice and prosody communicate his
unhappiness with the situation. It is this emotional stance that is evaluated and ap-
proved by Iori in his acknowledgments in lines 14 and 16: ‘well said’. Tori is not sim-
ply agreeing with the truth of the information, but is oriented to the Barber’s stance and
emotional display of anger, and communicates approval of such anger as rightful.

Use of the second person plural

Finally, consider the shift from the omitted third person plural (up to line 9) to
the stated first person plural (from line 11). The Barber starts his utterance
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(line 11) by saying that ‘we always keep defending’. In line 15, then, he
contrasts what ‘we’ should be doing (bombing them) with what ‘we’ do (giving
them asylum, sheltering them).!3 Tori gives positive acknowledgment, thus
collaborating with the Barber to build the following argument: Instead of pun-
ishing the terrorists/immigrants, ‘we’ are defending them and allowing them
in our country. Of course, a conclusion to this would be that ‘we’ render
ourselves defenseless and exposed to harm by allowing the dangerous ‘them’
to mingle with ‘us’. The Barber continues to build his utterance as a series of
oppositions: Instead of bombing them (lines 15 and 17), we search for them
(line 19) if one of them drowns. Instead of caring if one of us dies, we add
insult to injury (lines 19-21).

But who is this ‘we’? Who allows the immigrants/terrorists into Italy? ‘We’
is inclusive, yet the Barber’s words point to a forced inclusion: His anger seems
to be caused in part by having to be part of a ‘we’ of whose actions he disap-
proves. In my interpretation, the unstated culprits are the government authori-
ties (and a pro-immigrant sector of the population). After all, it is the government,
through its legal system, that can grant asylum. If an immigrant drowns, it is the
government authorities who spend time and funds in searching for him or her.
Couched in the Barber’s utterance is a discourse that emerged time and again
during my fieldwork: The government cares more for the immigrants than for its
own citizens. In other contexts, this discourse may emerge as an accusation that
the government is dedicating more public funds to help immigrants than to help
Italians (for example, a common myth is that immigrants are favored for public
housing). This discourse is important because it is often used to justify racist
“reactive/protective” measures.

Finally, the same discourses deployed in Example #1 are also backgrounded in
this conversation: (i) “Immigrants as flood” is evident in line 12, in the hyperbolic
statement that thousands of Pakistanis arrive in Italy every day. (ii) “Immigrants
are dangerous,” terrorists in this case. (iii) “Immigrants are illegal”: The mention
of immigrants drowning would be incomprehensible without this background
discourse, seeing immigrants as arriving illegally across the Mediterranean on
unsafe, overcrowded boats.

In sum, through cooperation, agreement, and co-construction of utterances,
the conversationalists have reinforced discourses that see immigrants as ex-
tremely dangerous terrorists who can be stopped only through mass slaughter,
and Western governments as weakly unable to take such actions to protect
their citizens, and, on the contrary, probably even in connivance with the en-
emy. No surprise, then, if one is righteously angry and may even be pushed to
mass murder.

While it would be unfair to accuse these speakers of something they are not
saying or doing, their words beg the following question: If the government does
not do anything, what is left to people but to take justice into their own hands?
The formation of vigilante “security squads” could be the answer: citizens
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thinking they need to protect themselves, because they feel the state is not pro-
tecting them. People in my interviews talked about them, about beatings at
night. Just as I wrote this article, I read with horror the news of the assault and
wounding of a young Chinese immigrant in Rome (October 2, 2008), in full
view and in the afternoon, by a group of five Italian teenagers. Thanks to the
recent “security” law of July 2009, these vigilante groups are now legal. And
this is just the latest episode in a growing list. In answer to the population’s
hostile feelings, we then see further discriminatory actions by the state against
particular minorities, such as the recent proposal (by Minister Maroni, in June
2008) to fingerprint all Romani people, including their children. And in June
2008 First Minister Berlusconi decided to deploy the Italian army in various
Italian cities with the stated goal of helping the local police fight crime. Yet the
army detachments were stationed outside immigrant centers and temporary
immigrant shelters: The message is clear.

AGREEMENT AND DISCRIMINATION?

A trend is now starting to become evident, in which agreement favors the
expression of more extreme negative attitudes toward and statements about
the immigrant Other, and thus reinforces racializing discourses. Yet one might
wonder if these conversations have a direct effect on individual speakers’ be-
havior toward immigrants, apart from the indirect effect of the reinforcement
of the discourses. After all, the conversation offers the speakers recognition
that their stances and views are shared, that they are not abnormal but part of a
larger group of people who have been oppressed by the immigrants’ arrival.
Can the conversations lead to actual discriminatory acts? In my last example, I
will show that this possibility cannot be immediately discounted. As Shuck
(2004:219) has noted, discourses about the Other may “intersect with material
practices of exclusion.” Here, I will point out that present practices of exclu-
sion, such as not selling real estate to Chinese immigrants, intersect with dis-
courses that are deployed in conversation and around which agreement is
constructed.

The following excerpt comes from a dinner conversation in Prato. Some of
the participants were friends; others were acquaintances who simply happened
to live in the same building. Four people contributed to this exchange, all males
except for the research assistant, Giulia Marchetti. I have renamed them Alberto
(Alb), Barbara (Barb, the RA), Cristian (Cris), and Dario (Dar). Alberto is orig-
inally from southern Italy. The others are Tuscans. Alberto is talking about sell-
ing his apartment and buying a smaller one. Then he starts in a joking way
saying he will ‘sell it to the Chinese’. During the previous conversation, the
participants had expressed worry that one of the apartments in their condo, up
for sale, could be sold to Chinese immigrants.
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Prato has recently seen a large influx of immigrants from China. Many native
Pratesi are wary of selling homes to the Chinese immigrants, whom they see as
invading their neighborhoods. There is, however, notable ambivalence in stance
among them. Some Pratesi appreciate the immigrants’ presence because they see
it as helping the economy and leading to desirable cultural diversity. Others see
the immigrants in negative terms, as stealing manufacturing jobs in what is tradi-
tionally an industrial area. Some Pratesi profit from selling (or renting) to Chinese
immigrants at inflated prices. While the Pratesi do not leave the areas when
immigrants arrive, in recent years the city has seen the formation of distinctively
Chinese-oriented neighborhoods.

Example #4: Part 1

((The participants are sitting around a table. All are sitting back in their chairs; they are not eating.
Cristian and Alberto have been addressing each other. Cristian, Barbara and Dario are looking at
Alberto; Alberto is looking at Cristian. Dario is laughing throughout this piece. Everybody is
smiling throughout this piece, even when they are not laughing))

\\((hands raised with spread fingers))
1 Alb: \\lo vendo ai cinesi, pero-~
1 sell it to the Chinese, but-

2 Cris: \\((distracted,=> Barb))

3 Alb: “dimmi dai con quei [40mila euro \\che mi avanzano?”]=
come on, tell me, (what to do) with those 40,000 euros left

4 Cris: W(=>Alb))

\((=>Cris, while pointing at Alb with outstretched hand))
5 Dar: \[ “si si la sua la vende 1=
yes, yes, he is going to sell his

6 Cris: =[lo vendi lo vendi a chi lo vendi?
you sell it, you sell it, to whom do you sell it?

7 Dar: =[A Una famiglia di Cinesi,
To a family of Chinese

8 Alb: Ai Cinesi.
To the Chinese

9 Cris: \\((negative finger shake))

Alberto starts by saying that he will sell his apartment ‘to the Chinese’, and in-
vites Cristian to tell him what to do with the money left after selling and buying a
smaller apartment. Cristian had been a primary recipient in the previous turns as
well, and Alberto is looking toward him. However, Cristian is momentarily dis-
tracted and does not immediately orient to Alberto’s words. It is Dario, instead, who
immediately latches on to Alberto’s utterance (line 6), by repeating Alberto’s words.
Dario reaffirms Alberto’s words and also keeps the same primary recipient, namely
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Cristian. By pointing at Alberto as he looks toward Cristian, and by using the third
person, he is interpellating Cristian on the subject just raised by Alberto.

Only at this point does Cristian reorient to Alberto (line 5) and, in line 7, he
requests clarification (“You sell it? To whom do you sell it?’). Cristian’s line,
however, may be more than a request for clarification. It may be carrying
slight disapproval, which becomes evident in his subsequent gesture (line 10),
a negative finger shake usually used to forbid something. Notice that while
Cristian is asking the question, Dario is already answering it, in overlap, by
finishing to repeat the first part of Alberto’s utterance (line 8). Thus Cristian’s
repeating his question has the effect of emphasizing the strangeness of Al-
berto’s proposition, expressing incredulity (something like ‘I can’t believe my
ears!”). Immediately afterward, Alberto also answers the question (line 9).
Notice, however, that Alberto is only mentioning ‘selling to Chinese’, while
Dario says ‘to a FAMILY OF Chinese.” Thus Dario appears to be preparing the
ground for his successive introduction of a new joke about Chinese families
(lines 11 and following).

Example #4: Part 2

\((=>Alb))
10 Dar: \\A Una famiglia di ventiquattro cinesi (.) che [poi chiamano tutti i cugini che-"
To a family of twenty-four Chinese that then call all of their cousins, that-

11 Alb: ["dai ventiquattro ci stanno bene vai”
come on, 24 would fit comfortably, sure

\\((hand outstretched down toward Alb, with palm up, head slightly bent to side))*
 \\ventiquattro ci stanno benino [dai
24 would fit pretty comfortably, come on

—
[\
vl
]
=

\\((right arm up and down to show a wall))
13 Alb: [“e:::0 \\tirano su una parete li sai”=
what? They pull up a wall here, you know

\\((arms cuts horizontally to show the levels of the lofts))
14 Alb:=\\"loro fanno i soppalchi mica-~ he he
they do the lofts, not like-

\\((using both arms, shows more lofts one on top of the other)) \\((gesture to insert something))
15 Dar: \\"si ma loro fanno tre o \\quattro soppalchi” \\poi ci stanno=
yes but they do three or four lofts then they stay in them

16 Alb: \\((Alb mirrors Dar’s gesture, making various levels with his arms))

\\((mirrors gesture of inserting something))
17 Alb: = \\aloculo”
locule style

*A gesture that means ‘come on’, ‘this is OK’.

The joke that follows is co-constructed by Dario and Alberto: a huge Chinese fam-
ily will fit in a small apartment; they will just build several internal compartments,

572 Language in Society 38:5 (2009)

https://doi.org/10.1017/50047404509990431 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404509990431

CONVERSATIONAL AGREEMENT AND RACIAL FORMATION PROCESSES

each as large as a tomb. They talk in overlap, co-construct the utterances, and mirror
each other’s gestures and paralanguage. They also skillfully build on each other’s use
of hyperbole, which further reinforces that their words are to be taken as a joke, not as
an actual decision to sell to the Chinese. The comic effect is capped by the contrast
between building a soppalco ‘hanging loft’, generally done in a large home by affluent
owners, and making too many of them, so that ‘loft’ is now a euphemism for the
harsher reality of overcrowding.

Understanding, and even more co-constructing, this joke in such a synchro-
nous fashion requires sharing a good deal of contextual background knowledge
about discourses present at the local level in the Metropolitan Area. The mention
of a huge Chinese family with so many cousins is worth some further analysis in
this regard. The Pratesi are generally aware of the one-child-per-family policy in
China, much publicized by the mass media. However, an often-repeated story
in this area affirms that Chinese immigrants will produce false documents to
include non-relatives in families who have already obtained a working visa, thus
allowing them to get entry permits to Italy. While this is pretty much an urban
legend, I have found it consistently in my data, considered as proven truth by
locals. An alternative version of this story says that when a Chinese immigrant
dies, the others bury him or her in secret and then reuse the documents for a new
immigrant. A discourse underlying these stories is that Chinese people all look the
same, so that one cannot be distinguished from another, and they are interchange-
able. In this discourse Chinese immigrants are racialized, categorized as a sepa-
rate “race.” Dario and Alberto deploy this racializing discourse, building on it the
irony of their joke, and reinforcing its status as commonsense “truth.”

The joke highlights the supposed damage done to the structure of a house by
Chinese tenants, which may also be seen as invoking, by association, a degradation
of the area’s real estate values. Notice in particular, in lines 14 and 15, how Alberto
describes the construction work as something done quickly (‘they pull up a wall’,
something not easily done in an Italian house with thick brick walls), and in line 15
the contraposition: ‘them’ do the lofts, ‘not like-’. This contraposition is unfinished,
but the meaning can be understood with some additional background knowledge: In
Italy there are strict laws about what kind of modification can be done to a building,
and it can take several years to obtain a permit to modify an apartment, for example
by building a loft. Instead, the Chinese are described as simply ‘pulling up a wall’,
implying that they do not care about the regulations. I must mention that Dario has
a degree in engineering and thus can be considered an expert in this field. In line 15,
the subject of the phrase, loro ‘they’ is expressed for emphasis. But why the empha-
sis? My interpretation is that this is done to build a contrast with ‘us’: in other words
‘they’ make the lofts, not ‘us’, since ‘we’ would hesitate before ignoring regula-
tions,!* but ‘they’ don’t. Here we see a reemergence of the discourse that associates
immigrants with illegal activities, in this case ignoring building codes.

Dario and Alberto thus display agreement with each other and a common
stance, while also demonstrating to each other shared common knowledge about
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Chinese families and their actions. That Chinese and other immigrants often find
themselves in overcrowded housing is unfortunately true to a degree, owing to
rental costs and exploitation. The media also have provided information in this
regard, often through documentaries intended to sensitize the audience to the
plight of immigrants. However, here the victims of such exploitation are trans-
formed into the guilty party: It is they who try to fit an impossible number of
people into an apartment.

So far I have shown dynamics of agreement and reinforcement of racializing
discourses (and stereotypes) similar to those seen in the previous examples. Here,
though, something more is happening that could lead to actual discriminatory
behavior against immigrants in real estate sales. To see this, we have to ask: When
Alberto originally proposed selling the apartment to Chinese immigrants, was he
really joking? Let’s reexamine this exchange from the beginning with this ques-
tion in mind.

While the first part of Alberto’s initial utterance in line 1 is picked up in the fol-
lowing conversation, the second part of it is not: his request that Cristian suggests to
him what to do with his earnings (line 4). In fact, the previous conversation had been
about Alberto’s possibility of moving, and where he might move. When Dario starts
talking, well before Alberto’s utterance is finished (line 6), he offers an alternative
completion to Alberto’s utterance: no longer a joking request for advice, but a new
joking session on ‘selling to Chinese’. Dario aligns to Alberto’s utterance as a joke
about selling to Chinese, and Alberto successively shows he accepts that interpreta-
tion by realigning with it. But that the status of such statement as a joke is partially
ambiguous is shown also by Cristian’s request for clarification and disapproving
answer (lines 7 and 10). It is only after Cristian’s negative finger shake that Alberto
completely realigns with Dario (line 12) and co-constructs the joke. The hyperbole
in the joke thus has a secondary function of underlining, just in case there could be
doubt, that Alberto could only be joking when he spoke about selling to Chinese
immigrants, that the possibility that he would actually do it is to be considered ab-
solutely ridiculous. In a sense, by realigning with the joke Alberto complies with his
companions’ negative reception of the possibility of selling to the Chinese. Then it
appears that Dario’s stance in effect erases that possibility, deconstructed and recon-
structed as something ridiculous and undesirable.

Yet Alberto could have been at least partly seriously considering the possibility
of selling. In fact, later on in that same evening, he did go back to the topic of
selling to Chinese immigrants, and on the positives of the higher profit to be made.
At that point, though, the negatives have already been highlighted and the stances
of his friends against such a sale have been clearly displayed to him. If he indeed
decides to sell to people of Chinese origin, will he meet further disapproval? And
in order to avoid or lessen that disapproval, won’t he be compelled to make sure
he earns a lot from it by charging an unfair price?

Independent of Alberto’s original communicational goal, the interaction
reinforces a discourse about Chinese immigrants and the danger associated with
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selling to them. The example also shows how agreement can be used to create
peer pressure in favor of discriminatory behavior based on racial prejudice.

CONCLUSIONS

In this article I have shown one of the ways in which racial formation processes
take shape at the micro-level of everyday interaction. I have examined the role of
conversational agreement in building support and deepening racializing state-
ments, and in particular the SPIRAL EFFECT created by acknowledgments and co-
construction of utterances. I have pointed to some of the discourses present in the
larger society, which are invoked and deployed in this process. Finally, I have con-
nected the context of each conversation to the wider context of Tuscan society,
including the role of background knowledge.

When speakers bring forth and reinforce discourses about immigrants in their
conversations, they perform an everyday reification of categories of Self and
Other. These categories are often racialized. They define immigrants’ behavior,
their essential (group/racial) personality. With their continuous repetition, of
which this article gives but a glimpse, these discourses become increasingly pow-
erful in reifying the images of immigrants they carry as they are shared in new
conversations. Racializations of Self and Other can thus be seen here as emerging
in (conversational) performance (Bauman 1977:42).

Butler’s (1997b) reflection on the constitution of hegemonic sexualities could
be applied here as well. In her analysis of the constitution of gender through
performative acts, she writes:

In what senses, then, is gender an act? As anthropologist Victor Turner sug-
gests in his studies of ritual social drama, social action requires a performance
which is repeated. This repetition is at once a reenactment and reexperiencing
of a set of meanings already socially established; it is the mundane and ritual-
ized form of their legitimation. (Butler 1997b:406)

Similarly, Shuck (2004:200) notes that performance generates the possibility for
further performances as it engages the coparticipants, “thereby increasing the
likelihood that transformed ideological propositions will become part of an ever-
expanding network of beliefs.” In this repetition discourses become performed
into stories, opinions, jokes, innuendoes. In this repeated performance they be-
come real, they constitute the subject/object of the speech itself; they constitute
the reality of which they speak. It is the repetition of acts of telling and participat-
ing in the telling of the “truth” about immigrants — a truth that is racialized.
While each of these performances may appear as an isolated case, they, and the
discourses they invoke, are repeated in everyday encounters among Tuscans, to
the point of creating, to use Butler’s (1997a) term, a PHANTASMAGORICAL REALITY.
Consider the way they emerged without any prompting in my recordings.
Racialization in everyday conversations thus may be understood as a continuous
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repetition of acts of performance, where discourses are invoked, repeated, given
authority, and, especially, agreed upon. They are treated as commonsense and
thereby made into commonsense truths.

Programs created to diminish racist attitudes among the general population
should not only consider the ways in which state policies contribute to racism
(Réthzel 2002:23), but also consider the mechanism through which racists dis-
courses are reproduced at the level of everyday encounters. In addition, much
more analysis is needed to understand when and how mass media presentations
affect the discourses upheld by individuals in everyday life. While the institution-
alization of anti-racist policies is necessary (Fortman 2002:78), from the literature
there emerges a need for a clear understanding of the problem of the growth of
racist feelings among the general population, which should be taken into account
in shaping institutional policies. By looking at how people do being racist, we can
start to understand how they are able to choose to do otherwise.

The role of conversational agreement cannot be understated. It inevitably
works at reinforcing racializing or racist discourses already present in the society,
by reproducing them and creating consent around them. Rather than being abnor-
mal behavior, racism here is produced as part of everyday, “normal” and relatively
unaccountable processes of social communication/interaction. Racism is, I em-
phasize, MADE UNACCOUNTABLE. People are doing being ordinary (Sacks 1984)
while they are doing racialization and racism.

APPENDIX: NOTATION

The participants in the recordings are speaking in the Tuscan dialect. In the transcription of the
examples I use a basic CA notation (Atkinson & Heritage 1984), with the following additions:

= Looks toward

-HS Negative headshake to express “no” or disapproval

+HS Positive headshake to indicate “yes” or approval

\ Approximate point where gesture begins

Italics English translation

((small font in double parenthesis, above the speaking line)) Gestures
- - Spoken while laughing

A Partially raising intonation (half-question tone)

NOTES

I'This study was made possible by research grants from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthro-
pological Research, the National Science Foundation, and Oberlin College, and by a fellowship from
the Remarque Institute. I am indebted to Erika Hoffman, Robert Garot, Ana Relano-Pastor, Chantal
Tetreault, and two anonymous reviewers for their suggestions on previous drafts of this article.

2For further discussion of this distinction see Urciuoli 1996.
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3These statistics refer only to legal immigrants. The number of illegal immigrants is estimated to
be about 10% of the number of legal ones.

41 conducted fieldwork in Tuscany in the Metropolitan Area of Florence-Prato-Pistoia, in collabo-
ration with the Antidiscrimination Center of the Province of Pistoia and the Social Observatories of the
Provinces of Pistoia and Prato. The data gathered included more than 150 hours of recording of con-
versations in everyday situations (e.g. at barbershops, senior centers, family dinners), more than 200
interviews, and two periods of media watch. The video recording in barbershops was done by a male
research assistant, Claudio Guler. The dinner was recorded by a female research assistant, Dr. Giulia
Marchetti. During the recording, no questions were asked nor any attempts made to channel the con-
versation toward immigration or “race.” I was interested in seeing if and how conversations about
immigrants would emerge without being prompted by the researcher.

5The definition of “discourse” adopted here is different from the view of discourse as simply “lan-
guage above the sentence level,” common in linguistics. For a discussion of alternative uses of the
word “discourse” in different fields of language studies see Deborah Cameron (2001:10-17).

6But see Bilmes (1988:174) for a critique.

7T am not saying that people in Tuscany will always, or even in most cases, express agreement with
racist or racializing statements. In my data, I observed many cases in which open disagreement was
expressed.

8 Barber2 may be constrained from a more opened disagreement by the necessity not to anger a client.

9This is true in other parts of Europe as well — for example, in Holland, as shown by van Dijk 1987.

107t is quite suggestive that some of these discourses are strikingly similar to the conceptual meta-
phors used to describe Latino immigrants in U.S. mass media, as studied by Santa Ana 1999, 2002. He
finds immigrants being metaphorically associated with dangerous waters (flood), with debased people
(criminals) and with a disease (of the United States as body) (1999:199).

11 Only a relatively small percentage of immigrants is actually illegal; of those many entered legally
and became illegal later on, owing to delays in obtaining visa renewals.

12For a discussion of hate speech and the legal debate around it see Butler 1997¢; also, Hill 1998.

131talian is a pro-drop or zero anaphora language in which the subject pronoun is indicated by the
morphology of the verb. The subject pronoun is stated when emphasis is needed. Notice than in this
case it is stated several times.

14 This interpretation is strengthened by the fact that in other parts of the conversation Alberto asked
Dario to help his father design a loft for Alberto’s apartment, and they discussed the regulations and
the cost of getting the project approved.
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