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[In the early 2000s] immigration issues were not a priority in the
research agenda of academics and little of that knowledge was being
applied to public policies. We were receiving a large flow of Ukraini-
ans, Brazilians and others; we had had a radical change of conditions
and of the social groups of immigration. It was necessary to study and
understand this immigration, which no longer was just the traditional
coming of Africans. It was also urgent to understand how ‘we, Portu-
guese, were to rethink ourselves in the face of this reality. . . . T think
the Observatory on Immigration would make a good service if it could
further deepen the question of intercultural dialogue of which Portugal
has been a pioneer, and could again be, in the sense of opening a new
phase of that dialogue, because that is the future of humanity. (Roberto
Carneiro, Director of the Observatory on Immigration)!

In this chapter, I argue that there are a number of problematic aspects
in contemporary narratives on immigration and diversity in Portugal—
mostly in politics, but which are also being circulated and legitimated by
academic discourse. First, drawing on an assumed Portuguese specificity
and especially on Gilberto Freyre’s idea of Lusotropicalism, these narra-
tives depoliticize colonialism in order to attest a national historical voca-
tion for interculturality, thus evading racism. Second, they posit Portugal
as a homogenous-turned-heterogeneous country due to globalization, sub-
suming (post)colonial dynamics into the push-and-pull logic of contempo-
rary immigration flows, and obscuring colonial legacies in contemporary
sociopolitical constructions of ‘race’. Third, they contribute to the self-
assuring idea of the country as modern and developed, by overemphasizing
immigration and downplaying emigration in Portuguese society. Finally,
they imply a causal relationship between recent demographic change and
institutional response, implicitly seeing the visibilization of difference as a
necessarily positive—and sufficient—achievement.

After presenting the main contours of these hegemonic narratives, I
provide some critical reflections that are informed by my experience as a
researcher who is engaged in understanding the production, maintenance
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and challenges to racism in education. Education is a particularly interest-
ing context for analysis as many institutional responses to cultural diver-
sity and collective struggles for equality have been rehearsed therein.? I
draw on three research projects in which 1 have been recently involved:
a) a postdoctoral project (2003-2007) exploring the schooling of racially
and ethnically marked?* students in a context seen as homogeneous; b) col-
laborative research (2008—2012)° on Eurocentrism in Portuguese history
textbooks—seeing these at the intersection of broader political, social and
cultural debates; and c) a comparative project on the semantics of racism
and anti-racism in civil society organisations, public institutions and poli-
cies in different European contexts (2010-2013)¢, with an empirical focus
on employment and education.

DEPLOYING MAINSTREAM NARRATIVES
ON IMMIGRATION AND DIVERSITY

Mainstream accounts of diversity and immigration in Portugal advance
narratives that are used to legitimate contemporary policy interventions. In
this section, I discuss crucial features of these mainstream accounts, which
have been advanced within the social sciences, political debates and the
realm of policy making. In the subsequent sections I explore these features
in more detail and consider their impact for the debate on (anti-)racism—
with a focus on education.

From the 1990s, “Portugal ceased to be a traditional country of emi-
gration and became a country of immigration and a host country for for-
eign citizens looking for better standards of living.”” These demographic
changes in Portuguese society were accompanied by the creation of insti-
tutional bodies, such as the Secretariat for the Coordination of Multicul-
tural Education Programs in 1991, the figure of the High Commissioner
for mmigration and Ethnic Minorities in. 1996, the High Commissariai
in 2002 and the Observatory on Immigration in 2003. In the last two
decades, new institutional responses have been formulated to address edu-
cation for a diverse society, most notably interculturality—seen as overcom-
ing the shortcomings of multicultural education, common in Anglophone
societies: “Whereas the multicultural approach fosters a preservation of
identities and often places minority groups in a ‘ghetto-situation’, the inter-
cultural approach emphasizes personal enrichment due to the exchange of
experiences and knowledge with others.”® These national-led initiatives
have been rehearsed mainly in the Lisbon metropolitan area (where the
vast majority of the foreign population is located®), and especially with
‘youth at risk’. Locally, schools have welcomed zew students and started
showing a concern to include all. Diversity is now celebrated in festivals
and other special events, enabling ethnically marked students to enhance
their self-esteem; teachers provide additional support to help them with
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their language difficulties. Schooling in Portugal has changed and has new

- democratic concerns. Although still lagging behind many European poli-
cies and practices, the gap is narrowing. According to the experts, Portugal
provides a “model of good practice,”*” being rated second in the 2007 and
,2011 Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX),"! and the “most gener-
ous” country in an international study by the United Nations in 2009."
The success of ‘integration’ policies in Portugal can be explained, accord-
ing to official and academic authorities, by the history of soft colonialism
and the miscegenation of multiple cultural traditions and cultures.”® Rac-
ism is thus a marginal phenomenon:* “the Portuguese are in favor of equal
civic rights and a multicultural society.”!

Portugal is, nowadays, a diversified and a modern, multicultural coun-
try. Youngsters dance to the sound of kuduro and people learn capoeira;
in the cinema. New Lisboners are exhibited. Supermarkets and restaurants
sell ethnic food. African prints are fashionable. Diversity is now literally
consumed.’® And yet, like commonly stated, “not too spicy” as “around
here, people don’t like odd stuff.” Thus, in reality there is a domesticated
fusion of ethnic sounds to make them more sophisticated, exotic flavors
conveniently shelved in specific supermarket areas, and Portuguese Roma
pupils occasionally contained in separate classrooms under the pretext of
their special educational needs and cultural idiosyncrasies."”

CHANGING THE NARRATIVE AND
ENLARGING THE RESEARCH AGENDA

The examples just described are aspects of common narratives that depict
Portugal as a nation at ease with difference. These narratives, with their
nuances and changing contours, have emerged from discourses that are
not value-free. Yet the naturalization and depoliticization®® of many of the
assumptions on which it rests make it difficult to hold a meaningful debate
on (anti-)racism in political and academic discussions. I thus argue that
more critical and sophisticated analyses of ethno-racial equality need to
broaden the debate and take into account its historical, political and con-
textual dimensions. In the remainder of this chapter I examine the inter-
twined aspects that are being naturalized or concealed by such narratives.

Rewriting the Nation: Colonial History, Power and Racism

In Portugal, political discourse on immigration and diversity is obscur-
ing the centrality of colonialism in ideological constructions of ‘race’. The
official rhetoric centered on interculturality (re)produces a myth of tolerant
conviviality, whereby the history of Portuguese colonialism becomes an
available symbolic resource to demonstrate the tolerant character of the
nation, while being disallowed to debate contemporary racism. While it
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is significant that colonialism—key to the proliferation of pseudoscientific
racial ideologies—is publicly evoked to attest to the tolerant character of
the Portuguese nation,’ it should be noted that many other societies have
their own myths of tolerance (e.g., US ‘color-blindness’, British ‘fairness’,
Brazilian ‘racial democracy’).

This myth of colonial conviviality became politically relevant in Portugal
via the appropriation, throughout the 1950s, of Gilberto Freyre’s work on
Lusotropicalism,? which tried to demonstrate the exceptionality of Portu-
guese benevolent colonialism, Freyre believed that the Portuguese were open
to biological miscegenation and cultural interpenetration with people from
the tropics, which would lead to the creation of harmoniously integrated
multiracial societies.?! He explained this aptitude as resulting from the mis-
cegenated nature of the Portuguese people, following the long history of con-
tact with Muslims and Jews in the Iberian Peninsula, in precolonial times.

In the 1930s and 1940s, Freyre’s ideas on miscegenation met strong
resistance in Portugal. The idea of biological miscegenation was not
appropriated officially. The mixing of different ‘races’ was linked to
ideas of ‘degeneration’, thus jeopardizing an imperial project strongly
anchored in ‘race’.?? It was in the 1950s—in the context of struggles
by national liberation movements and international pressure from the
United Nations to decolonize—that Lusotropicalism became politically
significant in Portugal. The dictator Salazar, partially appropriating
Freyre’s ideas (with his approval), advertised the idea that Portugal was
a harmonious multicontinental and multiracial nation so as to render
decolonization uncalled-for.??

Although Freyre’s ideas were seen as innovative, because they decoupled
‘race’ from culture and interrupted social Darwinist thought,* other bod-
ies of political discourse and practices of colonial domination were reveal-
ing of the prevailing racial asymmetries in power.?* Salazar’s New State
regime continued to affirm the supremacy of European civilization and the
positioning of black Africans as inferior.?® By hierarchically categorizing
the population of Portugal’s then multicontinental territory by ‘race, it
endlessly postponed the possibility of racially marked populations becom-
ing truly assimilated.”” Lusotropicalism was therefore more an aspiration
than an accurate depiction of Portuguese colonial race relations.?

Lusotropicalism was not a new idea, being anchored in nineteenth-cen-
tury views on national identity that emphasized the softness of charac-
ter and the adventurous spirit of the Portuguese.” The support that these
ideas received from the elites of the right and left—and the capability of an
authoritarian regime to diffuse them, namely through education—helps to
explain how they endured after the restoration of democracy and the inde-
pendencies in the mid-1970s. In contemporary discourse, two main ideas
seem to persist: 1) a national identity strongly anchored in Portugal’s impe-
rial past and in the supposed exceptionality of its history of ‘expansion’;
and 2) the universalistic values of Portuguese society, seen as less racist
than other European societies.
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Significantly, it is within the rhetoric on interculturality that the discur-
sive field of Lusotropicalism seems to be reactivated. Adriano Moreira,
who was a key actor both in Salazar’ ‘overseas’/colonial policies in the
early 1960s and in the contemporary official endorsement of Lusotropi-
calism stated, “unexpectedly, the Gilbertian problematic that was defined
around the intervention of the Europeans in the tropics seems now to be
reedited due to the presence of the tropics in the European territory.”** This
official narrative has been visible at least since the 1990s, as evident in the
preface to the legislation that created the Secretariat for the Coordination
of Multicultural Education Programs:

Portuguese culture, distinguished for its universalism and its awareness
thereof and for its long links with other cultures which, over the centu-
ries, have made it welcome diversity, comprehend differences and great
particularity with open arms, is an open and varied culture enriched by
the diffusion of a people which has sought overseas a further dimension
to its identity. Today, Portugal is proud to be the chance product of a
mysterious alchemy which found in the sea, that great unknown, its
ideal medium and its path to adventure.*

Serving a political agenda that reinforces the idea of Portugal as a toler-
ant country, this narrative has a wide-reaching significance, including in
school contexts:

. . . integration is easy . . . We . . . We have that advantage and I tell
them [the students] that so that they can see . . . Which were the coun-
tries that integrated black people like Portugal did? . . . So, the Portu-
guese may have some flaws. Weren’t there any racist Portuguese, aren’t
there? Fine. Weren’t there any Portuguese who enslaved black people,
who treated them badly? 1 have no doubt! I met some. But no one gets
along with any other race like the Portuguese do (Teacher 1, School 1)

In official discourses on immigration and diversity, history has recently
started being more systematically mobilized to promote a sanitized account
of Portugal’s colonial past that consecrates its pioneering role in the manage-
ment of diversity. The contemporary renarration of colonialism and empire is
not specific to the Portuguese case. For instance, Anne-Marie Fortier explores
how, in the New Labor era of the mid-2000s, the refusal of the British gov-
ernment to address its legacy of imperialism was linked to the forging of a
“multicultural nationalism, that is, the reworking of the nation as inherently
multicultural.” Accordingly, Fortier proposes that there was “a shift away
from linear narratives of nations moving from monoculture and exclusivity
to multiculture and inclusivity, in favor of a narrative that posits multicul-
ture and diversity at the heart of the nationalistic project.”3 Fortier’s “mul-
ticultural nationalism” helps to elucidate how history is being deployed to
legitimate certain national heritages and destinies across different contexts.
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In a similar fashion, in the last decade we have witnessed the consolidation
of a historicized narrative that reconstructs the Portuguese nationalistic proj-
ect through the idea that friendly interracial/intercultural coexistence took
place both in the colonies and in the metropolis, and attests to a national
vocation for interculturality. This is evident, for instance, in the rationale
for a book series launched by the High Commissariat for Immigration and
Intercultural Diglogue entitled Intercultural Portugal: “History can have a
crucial role in the projection envisaged for the future of a society marked
by the richness of cultural diversity.”?* The first volume, Interculturality in
Portuguese Expansion: 15 to 18th Centuries, presents a historical narrative
that shows the presumed success of Portuguese society in managing cultural
contact with Others (highlighting as exemplary the civilizatory missions in
Eastern Asia). The account is depoliticized in such a way that slavery—a
paradigmatic illustration of the operation of power through the deployment
of racial categories—is framed as “mother of many intercultural societies.”
Consider the following extract:

The social status and the economy of slaves were so similar to those
of poor and free men from Lisbon that the interaction between these two
groups was necessarily very close {Saunders, 1994: 198). Far from any color
prejudice, workers in Ribeira, free whites and black slaves used to sit all
together at the same table to eat. This fraternal conviviality, born of a labor
held under conditions of equality, is documented since the sixteenth cen-
tury, and lasted until the nineteenth century (Tinhordo, 1988: 118).%¢

While attempting to find examples that demonstrate racial convivial-
ity (proving interculturality), this account sanitizés and legitimates the
colonial system of slavery based along racial lines (disproving racism).
Accordingly, interculturality is historicized, but not racism. Rather
than being seen as embedded in the colonial project, racism is reduced
to “color prejudice.” Therefore, we can argue that history has become
an official resource, helping to consecrate the privilege of a specific
national community (and its historical narratives),” while making ille-
gitimate and competing political claims. This is particularly evident in
the retractions made by those in positions of power while debating the
legacies of slavery and racism, or in the refusal of the Portuguese state
to recognize the Roma as a national minority (a population that has
been residing in the territory for at least five centuries).

Evading ‘Race’ in Presentist Accounts
on Immigration and Education

A second aspect of these hegemonic narratives that requires closer inspec-
tion and debate is one that posits Portugal as having been suddenly trans-
formed from a homogenous into a heterogeneous nation, as a result of
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contemporary globalization. This narrative rests on the assumption of the
presumed homogeneity* of the national population.

Portugal has been constructed through political and academic discourse
as one of Europe’s first nation-states, with ancient and stable borders: the
perfect textbook example of the nation as the natural coincidence of a ter-
ritory, 2 community and a culture.® These statements have often sustained
the idea of national homogeneity while evading how such homogeneity was
achieved, managed and policed. Any process of imposing national homoge-
neity entails violence, however symbolic. Only through the invisibilization
of violence can presumed homogeneity be reinforced. This is particularly
evident in education, most notably in history curricula and textbooks.*
The naturalization of a foundational white, Christian, national ‘we’ goes
hand in hand with the invisibilization of the violent governance of Others
through death, expulsion, exploitation or exclusion (e.g., the Muslims, the
Jews, the Roma or the black enslaved). This narrative, which excludes Oth-
ers from the national project while implicitly naturalizing the privilege of
a foundational ‘we’, fails to critically engage with securitization—initially
focused on the national territory, but now transposed to national identity.*
This results in commonsense views of a stable white, Christian, national
identity under the threat of external pressures—that is, immigration as a
new global phenomenon that suddenly transformed homogeneous countries
into heterogeneous ones, causing national (white) citizens to react—some-
times with hostility—to difference. This thinking pervades much research
and many policy initiatives on immigration and racism in Europe.**

Most contemporary accounts of immigration are heavily influenced by
dehistoricized globalization theories. They tend to offer a presentist analy-
sis, in which the past has the span of a few decades, making postcolonial
dynamics irrelevant and sidelining considerations of ‘race’ and racism. In
Portugal, for instance, most official accounts of immigration take the early
1990s as a key moment in contemporary immigration. These accounts
decouple migration from the history of colonialism and subsume it into an
economic logic of “push and pull factors.”*

Much contemporary work that operates within this framework fails
to consider that twentieth-century migrations into the metropolitan ter-
ritory started to become noticeable in the late 1960s, when workers were
recruited from the Cape Verdean archipelago to fill the demand for labor
created by white Portuguese emigration and also by white Portugese
recruitment to the ongoing wars against national liberation movements
in Angola, Guinea-Bissau and Mozambique. The inward movement of
people from several areas of Africa, which had been constructed as part
of the Portuguese nation during the colonial era, was intensified with the
end of formal colonial administration in the mid-1970s. While national-
ity law became significantly more restrictive from 1981, espousing a jus
sanguinis rationale—that denied Portugese citizenship to many youth who
were born in the national territory—immigration from the former African
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colonies continued to increase throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In 1999,
these African migrant flows still represented almost half of the total foreign
population of Portugal**—a figure that excludes people from postcolonial
populations who obtained citizenship. :

It is true that the dynamics of Portugese immigration changed in the
1990s. During this time the geographic origins of Portugese immigrants
became more diversified. This increase in immigration remained generally
steady until the mid-2000s.% After this time, immigration from Portugal’s
former African colonies became statistically less significant, mainly due to
an increase in immigrants from the former Soviet bloc. However, the cur-
rent emigration of Eastern Europeans from Portugal and the slowing down
of immigration into Portugal**—effects of the so-called contemporary
economic crisis—illustrate the persisting significance of the postcolonial
contexts that are still shaping Portugese immigration, and the persisting
significance of the historical processes and cultural formations that are
associated with these postcolonial contexts*”

In official narratives, although postcolonial (postindependence) migra-
tion might be acknowledged, it is not sufficiently discussed and debated.
This lack of discussion is paving the way to the renarration of Portugal as
a country where immigration is recent and divorced from its colonial past.
The following example by the European Monitoring Centre on Racism
and Xenophobia is illustrative:

Several EU Member States have had migrants and minorities in the edu-
cation system for a longer period of time. There are countries with a colo-
nial past and also an early experience with foreign workers (e.g. France,
UK, the Netherlands). Many of the minority members in these countries
have attained citizenship. . . . The education system of several countries
has to deal with the effects of more recent immigration (e.g. Greece, Italy,
Spain, Portugal, Finland, Ireland, and, to some extent, Denmark).*

The downplaying of colonialism has also been reinforced by the fact
that much of the recent, political and academic concern with diversity in
Portugal happened at a time when newly arriving migrants were no lon-
ger equated with the colonized subject, but rather with the white ‘Eastern
European’—often used as ‘model minority’—hindering a debate on racism.
Indeed, as a report by the European Commission against Racism and Intol-
erance® on Portugal indicated, a ‘two-speed’ integration process has been
taking place. One side of this process involves those arriving more recently
from Eastern Europe, who have been better received possibly because they
have relatively higher academic and professional qualifications—and sig-
nificantly, in my view, are white. The other side of this process involves
black people coming from African countries, who face enduring difficulties
‘integrating’ into Portuguese society. Yet the prevalence of a discourse that
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is evasive on matters of ‘race’/power is downplaying the operation of “race’,
ander the pretext of job skills and qualifications:

" Carlos Trindade [responsible for migration issues as an executive mem-
ber of the national trade union federation, the CGTP] however, puts such
discrimination down to the issue of job qualifications held by immigrants.
He said a recent influx of Ukrainian immigrants had been a success story
because they usually hold good qualifications. He said black immigrants
often came from countries with a poorer social infrastructure. Out on the
street, three Cape Verdean men disagreed. Joseph Armando, Pedro Gon-
calves and Paolo Nazolini said that they all had professional backgrounds,
but felt that colour was an issue when they went for jobs or housing. By day,
they camped and cooked on a city square, parking cars for odd change. By
night, they slept in shelters or hostels.*

Throughout the 1980s and the 1990s, black high-skilled workers in
jow-skilled jobs did not enjoy as much public sympathy as white Eastern
European immigrants. Nowadays, the position of the white ‘immigrant’ is
often used as a depository and model for official solutions (e.g., professional
requalification), while the black colonized immigrant is assumed to have
been assimilated—or else blamed for failure to integrate.

In education, these color-blind narratives have helped to naturalize rac-
ism. This is evident in the perceptions many educators have of the Portu-
guese fluency of students from African countries in which Portuguese is
the official but not the national language. The (political) nonrecognition
of the diversity of the Portuguese language has often resulted in labeling
those forms of Portugese spoken in various African contexts as ‘ignorant.’
The expression ‘to speak like an Angolar’, in one teacher’s words, and the
older colonial expression ‘to speak pretogués’ (preto + portugués, a deri-
sory Portuguese of the black) are both grounded on the conflation of ‘race’
and language. Language skills are thus used as a proxy for cognitive ability
in a way that masks the use of racial criteria. The same does not seem to
apply to the children of British or French parents, whose foreign accents are
not associated with cognitive-skill deficits. Thus racism is perpetuated by
keeping hidden the criteria for academic success.

Other minoritized groups also face discrimination. For instance, Chi-
nese and Eastern Europeans are often perceived as being too industrious.
Yet, in relation to schooling, stereotypes of these groups seem to work
in different ways than for black students. A common view among teach-
ers is that Eastern European and Chinese students are very motivated,
disciplined and hardworking children, who quickly learn the language
and whose parents are very committed to education. This enables Eastern
European and Chinese youth to be constructed as ‘model students’. Black
students, on the other hand, are more often perceived as lazy, talkative or
undisciplined, and as culturally and linguistically deprived. The follow-
ing examples are illustrative:
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Now, regarding the other, if we can say this, nationalities, this year
I am having a student and 1 really like her and I already realized
she’s committed, for example . . . one of Chinese. origin. I have a
Russian and [ see that she, really, has a different academic back-
ground . . . she already reasonably speaks Portuguese and I am
convinced she is going to be a good student. (Teacher 1, School 2)
He can’t, he can’t express himself and then he makes mistakes, he
speaks really . . . when he writes it’s really like an Angolan and . . .
he doesn’t understand what he reads, he doesn’t. And then he doesn’t
make an effort and he himself once told me, “I am dumb” [laughs],
literally, those were his words, “I am dumb and, so, I can’t.” (Teacher
2, School 1)

The positioning of Eastern Europeans and Asians as ‘model minorities’
helps to prove the effectiveness of official integration policies and to shift
blame for academic failure onto the culture and families of underachiev-
ers.”! Such discourses effectively exclude racism as an explanation for aca-
demic and social inequalities. We thus need further contextualized research
that engages with the history of ‘race’ ideas and challenges the cliché binary
poor, black student versus intelligent, motivated Eastern European that
persists in many approaches to education.

The Thesis of Migration Transition: Recentering
Portugal, Amplifying Difference

Closely related to the view of diversity as a recent phenomenon are the
narratives that characterize Portugal as having changed from a traditional
country of emigration into one of imunigration in the early 1990s—this
being the “thesis of migration transition.”? The thesis of migration transi-
tion has downplayed the structural role that emigration still plays in the
country.* Nowadays, Portugal is a ‘receiving’ and ‘sending’ society. Accord-
ing to official data,** it is estimated that over five million Portuguese people
live outside the country—the equivalent to half its tetritorial residents. This
figure is on the increase, and new forms of emigration are often statistically
invisible, relating to temporary work or intra~-European Union countries
and therefore not officially registered. Although structural factors—rather
than mere individual dynamics—continue to play a key role in Portuguese
emigration,™ it was only in the current context of the so-called economic
crisis that it became publicly acceptable to utter this. A few decades ago,

In Portugal, in the context of EU integration, [in 1986] it made no sense
to continue to admit emigration because this was always associated with,
in our case [Portugal], the misery in standards of living, the economic
aspects of the Monarchy and the beginning of the Republic, a severe
economic situation in the country that naturally led the people out of the
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country. And so emigration was an epithet to be associated with the New
State [Estado Novo], to the past, and not to the democratic state.*

The wide circulation of the e/immigration transition thesis has resulted
in a substantial increase in political and academic interest in Portugese
diversity, now constituting a real immigration industry. Significantly, the
way in which immigration began to be accentuated in the 1990s plays an
ambiguous role in the representations of Portugal. As Vale de Almeida®”
suggests, an overemphasis on immigration in Portugal has helped to cre-
4te an imaginary in which the country is positioned as “center.” Although
immigration might be still perceived as a threat, these narratives help us
to imagine Portugal as a desirable destination for immigrants, valuing the
national identity by locating it alongside other rich and modern Furopean
countries. This thesis is explicit in the following academic narrative that
was produced inthe mid-1990s:

The existence of ethnic groups in Portugal presents, nowadays, a notice-
able statistical dimension and an increased socio-cultural diversity,
conferring on the country a truly multicultural profile, a characteristic
that it shares with many European and world countries.®

Moreover, the overemphasis on the role of immigration helps to reinforce
a binary vision of development: the global South as poor, wrecked by dis-
ease and poverty, aspiring to emigrate to the rich, developed and modern
North. This is best understood as the operation of an “immigrant imagi-
nary.” Salman Sayyid*® developed this idea, of the “immigrant imaginary”
to analyze contemporary discourses on immigration and the postcolonial
subjects of imperial colonialism in the British context. According to Sayyid,
this imaginary works by consecrating and amplifying an ontological dis-
tinction between bost society and immigrants. In the national context, the
prevalence of this “immigrant imaginary” secures the self-assuring idea
that ‘tolerant’ Portugal is a desirable destination for migrants due to its
positioning in Europe—that is, in the modern and developed world—
disproving nineteenth-century views that Africa begins at the Pyrenees.
Conversely, it naturalizes the idea that the African continent is premodern
and underdeveloped, which informs much political, scholarly and com-
monsense thinking. In education, this imaginary circulates in the general-
izations made by many teachers about the various African contexts from
which recent migrant students come, and their assumptions about their
inferior education systems and attitudes to schoolwork:

I don’t see that [ethnic difference] is a problem. The only need that
emerges is . . . in terms . . . say, intellectual terms . . . They actually
need, for example, our Africans . . . They need much more support at
that level, not due to an ethnic difference, because that’s not it, but due
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to a large difference in the work attitudes, and in the set of contents
that they should have . . . now acquired, and they haven't. . . . They are
here, out of their countries, and take in customs and lifestyles that are
not theirs, but with which they have to live and, to a certain extent, get
used to so they can progress, isn't it? (Teacher 3, School 1)

Poor expectations of these students are compounded by teachers’ assump-
tions about assimilation into Portuguese culture and education as a nec-
essary road for academic success—with ‘race’ deferring the possibility of
becoming truly assimilated. Hence the relation between racism and educa-
tional success is masked by assumptions of inferior early-academic experi-
ences and qualifications, even when—as in this case—students were known
to come from socioeconomically privileged backgrounds.

Associating Demographic Change with Positive, Political Visibility

A final aspect of these narratives that [ wish to explore is the presumption
of a causal relationship between increased demographic diversity, political
visibility and institutional response. Drawing on Andrea Brighenti’s work
on the concept of visibility, I argue that such cause-and-effect relation needs
to be made problematic.

Considering that the “invisible is what is bere without being an object,”®®
Brighenti invites us to explore the construction of diversity as a nonissue—
that is, something that is not accorded social and political relevance. In
democratic Portugal, there is a time lapse of about two decades (roughly
from the mid-1970s to the 1990s) in which diversity did not receive signifi-
cant political attention. In religion, debates were polarized between secu-
larists and Catholics without any concern with religious pluralism. Culture
and language were not seen as deserving special attention or provisions: the
formerly colonized were supposed to speak Portuguese and to have assimi-
lated into Portugese language and culture. A “no problem here” approach®
pervaded, and it went undisputed both academically and politically by the
left and right. Diversity issues were ignored in politics, including diversity
in education, until the period in which changes to the demographic compo-
sition of the national population became increasingly more evident. It was
only in the early 1990s, following Portuguese integration in the European
Union, that such concerns were put on the political agenda.®? although in
a conservative fashion (not concerned with or requiring structural reform).
Yet most official and academic accounts conceal this. Chronological narra-
tives continue to depict policy making on these matters as an arena governed
by good will rather than power relations: Portugal became an immigration
country, and institutional bodies and policy interventions were formulated
to respond to this mew scenario. These narratives conflate a demographic
question with a political one, failing to consider when and how the state
started showing a public concern with (the not-so-new) diversity.
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We must also consider the role of other actors in dealing with aspects of
immigration and diversity that had not yet gained public visibility in demo-
cratic Portugal. The problematic association between demographic change
and political response has rendered local initiatives and struggles invis-
ible. Despite the absence of state initiatives or debates, the social problems
faced by minoritized people—particularly in the housing and employment
sectors and in access to the law—were being addressed by local associa-
tions at least since the 1970s.%*> Meanwhile, cultural diversity has gained
more political visibility, but politicians and other public officials have also
reasserted the idea of a welcoming nation, making it difficult to speak of
inequalities and racism. This challenge is being currently met by political
activists and grassroots movements, but it is a particularly difficult task
given the depoliticization of the wider debate over these issues. While Euro-
pean public policies have supported local projects aimed at socioeconomic
integration, these policies have also neutralized the political agendas of
grassroots associations and NGOs.**

Finally, as Brighenti suggests, visibility is not necessarily liberating, The
process of making diversity more visible may simply function as “a stra-
tegic resource for regulation.”®® This raises fundamental questions about
what kinds of diversity-related political agendas have been incorporated as
“legitimate concerns” and what has remained off the agenda. For example,
the Secretariat for the Coordination of Multicultural Education Programs
was Portugal’s first institution to address cultural diversity. It was ¢reated
in 1991 to “coordinate, foster and promote, within the education system,
programs and events which aim for conviviality, tolerance, dialogue and
solidarity between different peoples, ethnicities and cultures™ (Statutory
Regulation 63/91, of March 13). The emergence of the secretariat was
related to the intensification of racism across Europe during that period.
Yet racism was recognized only in its most violent forms, which were seen
as marginal phenomena in Portuguese society and not a school matter.
Official discourses and practices have been anchored in a conception of rac-
ism as prejudice,® rather than as a historical and political process, struc-
turally embedded in modern societies.®” Accordingly, it has been proposed
that racism may be freated by emphasizing the value of different cultures
and developing skills in intercultural communication. By leaving concerns
with structural amd political equality aside, it has merely made difference
visible, rather than challenging inequities in power.

This silence on matters of power and inequality is particularly evident in
the Portuguese education system. The main state structures have remained
broadly unchanged, with the Ministry of Education continuing to rest its
policies on assumptions of the presumed homogeneity of its school popu-
lation. According to the annual European reports published over the last
decade by the European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia
and its successor the Fundamental Rights Agency, the overall situation of
education policy and practice for diversity in Portugal is bleak. Initiatives
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tend to be centered in the capital, Lisbon, and there is insufficient provision
for Portuguese as an additional language, a total absence of state-endorsed
bilingual education, few training opportunities for teachers, underachieve-
ment in some minority groups and persistent, explicit school segregation.®’
All of these problems are aggravated by the ineffectiveness of the equality
body that was established to monitor and tackle racism in Portugal.” These
problems also raise serious questions about the self-proclaimed “success’ of
Portuguese ‘integration policies’. Moreover, the depoliticization of debate
is preventing a meaningful discussion of ethno-racial inequalities in educa-
tion. Rather, diversity is being viewed through the lens of exoticizing nar-
ratives, epitomized by the multicultural festival. For example, when asked
about the activities developed at his school, one teacher replied:

In our festivities when, for instance, our Africans . . . when we do
something to do with music, or with dance . . . Indeed, ir’s wonderful
to see them dance! And to see, to make . . . the Africans dance or the
Europeans . . . They are perfectly different things! And to us, it brings
us a huge joy . . . I remember, for instance, the dances, the songs in
which they make instruments with a tin can if necessary . . . moments
of theater in which . . . in which they put . . . hmmm . . . their way
of speaking, their language or dialect. And so, it’s moments like this
of enormous enrichment and of cultural interchange that benefits all.
(Teacher 4, School 1)

In education, engagement with diversity is still seen as taking place out-
side the classroom. Inside the class, Eurocentrism in the curricula and
textbooks goes unchallenged™ and the perception that racially and ethni-
cally marked students have cultural and linguistic deficits prevails.”? These
contrary tendencies are revealing of Sayyid’s “immigrant imaginary,”” in
which immigrant experiences are read from either an exoticized or a bana-
lized register—celebrating and exaggerating difference and overemphasiz-
ing sameness and denying racism. In sum, while making difference visible,
current approaches are not moving beyond a ‘benevolent’ or ‘celebratory’
multiculturalism,” even when deploying the intercultural rhetoric. Diver-
sity is conceptualized as an educational problem rather than a resource,
and considerations of structural inequalities and enduring Eurocentric can-
ons of knowledge are sidelined.

CONCLUSIONS

Portugal has joined the growing list of Western countries that include
concerns about immigration and diversity in their political and research
agendas. Even so, the Portugese state is still failing in its efforts to tackle
racism at the institutional level. This situation has been naturalized by the
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hegemony of the political, academic and commonsense assumptions that
were analyzed in this chapter. In these political narratives—which have
been endorsed by sectors of the Portugese academia—there is a tendency to
historicize the tolerant nation and to attest a vocation for interculturality
that circulates presentist accounts of immigration and evades the historical
roots of contemporary, Portugese racism. In both cases, the debate over
the legacies of colonial ‘race’ thinking is made irrelevant. Although histori-
cally informed perspectives are paramount for understanding how ‘race’
has been configured across time, it is crucial to note the emergence of a nar-
rative that bistoricizes diversity as a deterrent for a discussion on racism.
In turn, the constitution of the immigration industry of the last decade in
Portugal is erasing ‘race’ and concealing (post)colonial dynamics within a
logic of push-and-pull factors.

Academic work needs to challenge this overemphasis on national speci-
ficities regarding racism, which characterizes the Portugese discourse on
immigration and diversity. Mainstream accounts tend to overestimate the
specific national contours of the management of diversity and immigra-
tion, losing sight of a common, European (post)colonial legacy of ‘race’.
Contrary to treating the Portuguese case as exceptional or peculiar, I argue
for the need to develop theoretical approaches that open up the possibil-
ity of in-depth international comparisons. A contextualized, comparative
approach can also overcome the temporal linearity evident in the reduction-
ist construction of certain contexts as not yet awakened to normative mul-
ticulturalism—implicit in many accounts of southern European societies.
This comparative approach can also be used to overcome the assumption
that multiculturalist policy formulations and interpretations are unavoid-
ably progressive (evolving from assimilation to integration to multiculrural-
ism/interculturality), or as bringing paradigmatic change.

Research must also disrupt discourses on diversity which presume that
the achievement of visibility is necessarily positive, and it must engage the
the cumulative effect of successive invizibilizations, which have made alter-
natives to the current, depoliticized public debate over immigration and
diversity, hard to imagine. There are many struggles against colonialism,
slavery and racism that have not just been marginalized, but made invisible,
Likewise, the struggles by radical intellectuals, political activists and grass-
roots movements for an antiracist education have a long history of ques-
tioning Eurocentric canons of knowledge and the inequities (re)produced
by school structures, arrangements and practices.”> A more productive
research stream could be achieved by engaging these critiques and alterna-
tives to the enduring shortcomings of hegemonic approaches.

Finally, research needs to overcome naive ideas about the relationship
betweeen policy-making and knowledge, and particularly, the notion that
official policies fail at tackling racism because of insufficient knowledge about
better solutions or models. As Lesko and Bloom have argued, “ignorance is
an effect of particular knowledge, not an absence of knowledge.”” In the
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Portuguese context, it is commonly suggested that there was a slow apropria-
tion of debates on diversity and immigration—which became more visible in
the early 1990s. Meanwhile,public bodies and academics have tacitly ignored
institutional racism and antiracist struggles in a2 number of other contexts, in
favour of a culturalist approach to difference that tends to evade questions of
‘race’/power. This is a political choice, not an accident or forgetfulness.
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