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1
Introduction: Anti-Racist
Movements in the European
Union: Between National
Specificity and Europeanisation
Stefano Fella and Carlo Ruzza

The Treaty of Amsterdam, agreed to by the European Union (EU) heads
of government in June 1997, provided the EU with a new common
framework for combating racial discrimination within its borders. The
European directives that were subsequently adopted in 20001 under this
framework have required the adoption of new national legislation across
the EUMember States, linking the national and European policy-making
spheres in a new way. In some cases Member States have implemented
specific legislation and policy to combat racial discrimination for the
first time. The new policy-making environment has also impacted on
associations and organisations which have developed to oppose and
combat racism and racial discrimination or defend the rights and inter-
ests of groups, such as migrants, that are vulnerable to racism. This
altered environment has created new opportunities for such associa-
tions and organisations to influence policy-making. Nevertheless, the
common overarching policy framework provided by the EU needs to
be set against the backdrop of stark differences in terms of the national
policy framework in which the directives have been implemented and
in which anti-racist movements operate. These differences are related
to the level of development, sophistication and institutionalisation of
existing national policy and legislation to combat racism and racial dis-
crimination, the nature and level of racism and discrimination in the
Member State concerned, and the way in which racism manifests itself,
and public attitudes to the issue as well as the attitude of government
actors and political parties. More broadly, the political, socio-economic
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2 Anti-Racist Movements in the European Union

and cultural contexts in which policies and movements emerge vary
considerably. Indeed, differing national contexts are highly significant
in understanding the nature and level of sophistication of the anti-racist
movement across the Member States. Furthermore, a key variable in
understanding the degree of development of both official anti-racist pol-
icy and the movement sector is the existence and nature of particular
national or ethnic minority and migrant populations within the state
concerned. This book aims to provide an understanding of the differ-
ent national contexts in which anti-racist movements operate in the EU
on the basis of six national case studies of EU Member States, reflecting
both the north–south and east–west divide in terms of national policy
contexts.

This introductory chapter provides an overview of the context in
which anti-racist movements operate in Europe, identifying common
traits and axes of variation within the movements discussed in the sub-
sequent chapters. We will first consider the changing historical, political
and geographical context of racism in Europe, and then identify groups
particularly vulnerable to racism in Europe, exploring the impact of
international migration and reactions to it in relation to this, before
identifying key facets of anti-racist mobilisation in Europe today.

The historical and geographical context of racism
in Europe

Racism has manifested itself in different ways across Europe and over
time. Classical biological theories of racism were generally discredited
in the wake of the Second World War. Such theories, based on notions
of biological differences between distinct racial groups and a hierarchy
between them, were in the past used to justify imperialism, slavery,
racial laws and the Holocaust (Bell 2009). In recent decades attention has
focused on notions of cultural racism – based not on hierarchies between
races but on ‘cultural difference’ between different ethnic groups. The
notion of ‘cultural difference’ and the need to protect the cultural
cohesion of communities (viewed as necessary for social cohesion)
by keeping people from different cultures in their respective home-
lands was associated with French Nouvelle Droite thinking and has been
appropriated by the extreme and populist right across Europe (Rydgren
2005), but has also found its way into ‘mainstream’ political discussion.
The notion of cultural difference has been particularly emphasised in
debates concerning Muslim migration and the presence of sizeable and
growing Muslim minority populations in European nations. Aspects of
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this debate have been denounced as Islamophobic by anti-racist and
pro-migrant activists across the EU.

A European Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia (EUMC)
report on the experience of Muslims in the EU in 2006 estimated
the Muslim population in the EU at around 13 million, including
3.5 million in France, 3.4 million in Germany, 1.6 million in the United
Kingdom and just over one million in Spain. Most of these were recent
migrants (since the 1950s) and their descendants, although there were
also small and long-standing Muslim communities in different parts of
Europe stretching back centuries (EUMC 2006). The report noted that
Muslims ‘experience various levels of discrimination and marginalisa-
tion in employment, education and housing, and are also victims of
negative stereotyping and prejudicial attitudes . . . vulnerable to discrim-
ination and manifestations of Islamophobia in the form of anything
from verbal threats through to physical attacks on people and property’.
It also noted that racism, xenophobia and Islamophobia are mutually
reinforcing phenomena and that ‘hostility against Muslims should thus
be seen in the context of a more general climate of hostility towards
migrants and ethnic minorities’ (EUMC 2006: 108). However, as with
racism aimed at other minorities, there is a general problem in terms of
consistency and effectiveness of data collection across the EU as regards
incidents of Islamophobia.

Since the attacks of 11 September 2001 in particular, European gov-
ernments have, often acting under the cloak of EU-level agreements,
tightened security policies which have, according to some critics, tar-
geted Muslim communities in a discriminatory fashion, exacerbating a
climate of increasing public hostility towards them (Fekete 2009). More
generally, EU states have, over the last decade and often within the
framework of EU-level agreements, institutionalised stricter border con-
trols, making entry more difficult for third-country nationals seeking
asylum on the grounds of persecution in their own country, a right to
asylum ostensibly guaranteed under the 1951 United Nations (UN) Con-
vention Relating to the Status of Refugees. Moreover, even where asylum
seekers have managed to reach the EU, their rights have been increas-
ingly curtailed by national legislation which restricts their freedom of
movement and their entitlement to welfare benefits. This has happened
within a climate of media and wider public hostility, whereby asylum
seekers are characterised as ‘bogus’ – seeking entry for economic reasons
rather than persecution in their home country (as if the desire for a bet-
ter life itself should be treated as a crime). Fekete refers to a demonisation
of the people that the capitalist Western world is seeking to exclude, and
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uses the definition of ‘xeno-racism’ offered by Sivanandan to denounce
the treatment of migrants of all ethnic groups:

It is a racism that is not just directed at those with darker skins,
from the former colonial territories, but at the newer categories of
the displaced, the dispossessed and the uprooted, who are beating
at western Europe’s doors . . . . It is a racism, that is, that cannot be
colour-coded, directed as it is at poor whites as well, and passed off
as xenophobia, a ‘natural’ fear of strangers. But in the way in which
it denigrates and reifies people before segregating and/or expelling
them, it is a xenophobia that bears all the marks of the old racism.
It is racism in substance, but ‘xeno’ in form. It is a racism meted out
to impoverished strangers even if they are white. It is xeno-racism.

(Sivanandan 2001, cited in Fekete 2009: 19–20)

Nevertheless, racism and discrimination in Europe are directed not just
against newcomers, but against settled communities of migrants and
their descendants, sometimes of several generations standing, and in
some cases against historic ‘minorities’ who have been present on the
territory for centuries. In the latter category are the Roma, the pres-
ence of whom in Europe can be traced back to migration from the
Indian subcontinent between the eleventh and fifteenth centuries. They
are a particularly sizeable minority in some of the Central and Eastern
European countries that have joined the EU since 2004, numbering
between eight and 10 million in these states (Geddes 2003: 6). Free-
dom of movement within the EU has led to significant movement of
Roma from these states after 2004 to some of the older EU states (for
example, significant numbers of Roma have migrated from Romania
to Italy, which already had a smaller historic Roma community of
its own). Another longer-established minority that has faced discrim-
ination of extreme proportions is the Jewish one. There is a long
ignoble history of anti-Semitism in Europe which also shaped ear-
lier debates on anti-racism. Whilst anti-Semitism appeared to have
declined in the aftermath of the Second World War, it has remained
integral for some extremist neo-Nazi groups, while the conflict in the
Middle East has also led to the blurring of anti-Zionism and anti-
Semitism in some instances and increasing incidences of the latter.
Eastern enlargement of the EU brought into the fold countries such
as Poland where anti-Semitism was still a major cause of concern
within the anti-racism sector, as the chapter on Poland in this book
will show.
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International migration and its impact on Europe

The focus of anti-racist policy and activism in most EU states (particu-
larly the EU15 prior to the eastwards enlargement of 2004) relates to the
treatment of new immigrant communities in the decades since the Sec-
ond World War. There were different phases of immigration, impacting
differently across these states and with different origins. Three distinct
periods of immigration can be identified (Geddes 2003: 17–19). The first
period was one of primary labour immigration, generally to northern
Europe, occurring between the 1950s and mid-1970s (the end of the
post-war economic boom). In countries such as Britain, France and the
Netherlands with a colonial past, this involved mass immigration from
the former colonies. Other countries such as Germany invited ‘guest
workers’, often through labour migration agreements with third coun-
tries such as Turkey. In this period, southern European countries such as
Italy, Portugal and Spain remained countries of emigration, with large
numbers moving from these countries to find work in northern Europe
(many also migrating from the south to the north within Italy). The sec-
ond period followed the cessation of labour immigration recruitment in
the mid-1970s. Most states ceased to permit immigration for labour pur-
poses (except for highly skilled migrants), but immigration continued
due to family reunion, while migrant communities expanded to include
the children of migrants born in the host country.

A third wave of migration began after the Cold War, with the collapse
of the Communist bloc making transit easier and a number of military
conflicts also causing large population movements. This has led to both
a diversification of the countries of origin of migrants to Europe and a
widening of the destination countries. In this period, southern European
countries, including Spain, Italy and Greece, have also become countries
of mass immigration. While much of this migration has come through
the asylum route – impacting across the EU and causing controversy in
countries such as the United Kingdom which had progressively closed
down other routes of migration – this migration has also been char-
acterised by its irregular nature. Large numbers have entered through
clandestine routes, often taking advantage of long and not particularly
well-monitored borders along the southern European coastline. Given
that many migrants entering this way have northern European coun-
tries as their ultimate desired destination, at a time when the EU (since
the 1980s) has moved to reduce its own internal borders, this has led
to pressure from northern European governments on their southern
European counterparts to implement stricter immigration and border
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controls. A significant share of the regular immigrant presence in these
countries has developed via the route of migrants entering the country
irregularly and then being ‘regularised’ through a government amnesty
of irregular migrants.

The third wave of migration identified above, characterised particu-
larly by irregular entry routes from the south and east, has contributed
to pressures for European coordination of immigration and asylum
policies, characterised by critics as a ‘Fortress Europe’ approach and
denounced variously as racist, xenophobic, Islamophobic or xeno-racist
by some. The ‘Fortress Europe’ approach was also applied in the context
of the eastern enlargement of the EU in 2004 (Geddes 2003: 179–180).
The new Members States of central and eastern Europe were obliged to
tighten their own external borders as part of the transitional process
to membership, while most of the existing EU Member States imposed
transitional controls to prevent the citizens of these countries from tak-
ing advantage of the EU ‘right’ to freedom of movement in order to
migrate westwards.

According to figures from Eurostat, in 2010 there were 32.5 million
persons living in the 27 EU states who were not citizens of the state in
which they resided (6.5 per cent of the population); 12.3 million of these
were citizens of another EU state, while 20.2 million were citizens of
non-EU states. Seventy-five per cent of the ‘foreign’ population resided
in five EU states: Germany, Spain, the United Kingdom, Italy and France
(Eurostat 2011). The total figure for foreign-born residents was actually
higher at 47.3 million (9.4 per cent of the total population). Many of
these persons would have acquired the citizenship of the host state and
would no longer be classed as ‘foreign’ citizens. However, this does not
necessarily give them an escape from being on the receiving end of racist
or discriminatory behaviour in their new home countries.

Despite the transitional controls imposed by some states, internal
migration within the EU (by citizens of one EU state to another)
appeared to significantly increase following the 2004 enlargement to
the East. For example, over 500,000 Poles migrated to the United King-
dom (which did not impose any transitional arrangements preventing
migration from the new states) following the Polish accession to the
EU in 2004. Romanians living in Italy number close to one million,2

although many of these migrated before the Romanian accession to the
EU in 2007 (a similar number of Romanians have migrated to Spain).
According to the Eurostat data cited above, over a quarter of foreign
nationals living in the EU states come from Turkey, Romania, Morocco
and Poland. That the largest ‘national groups’ from outside of the EU
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are also predominantly Muslim and between them number around four
million is also notable.

The strengthening of Europe’s external borders has come hand in
hand with a process of dismantling of internal borders between EU states
(with the latter making the former more necessary in the eyes of many
policy-makers). Measures to facilitate the free movement of European
nationals were given impetus initially by the Single European Act (SEA)
in 1985 and then by the Treaty on European Union (TEU) of 1992 which
established the concept of EU citizenship (bestowed automatically on
citizens of EU Member States). This left third-country nationals with
legal residence rights within a Member State, but not with citizenship
of that state, with a ‘second class’ status as they could not access this
right to free movement. In relation to this point, the differing national
policy traditions as regards access to citizenship are noteworthy. These
differing traditions have wider implications in terms of the integration
of immigration and patterns of discrimination within these countries.
In the United Kingdom, post-war immigrants from the former colonies
initially arrived as carriers of UK passports, and their descendants born
on UK soil automatically acquired UK citizenship. Prior to independence
in 1962, Algeria was considered part of France and Algerians could move
there freely. Even after independence and as in other former colonies,
those born in Algeria prior to the date of independence could con-
tinue to claim French citizenship, while the children of migrants from
the former colonies born on French soil automatically acquired French
citizenship (Geddes 2003: 56–58). The United Kingdom’s multicultural
tradition has been much discussed, and can be contrasted with the
assimilationist tradition of France, in which separate ‘minorities’ are
not recognised. In Germany, on the other hand, immigrants were gen-
erally ‘guest workers’ and denied citizenship, as were the children of
guest workers born on German soil. However, controversial changes to
German citizenship law in 2000 meant that citizenship could now be
acquired by persons born in the country, even if the parents were not
citizens, as is the case in the United Kingdom. In Italy, on the other
hand, the Italian-born children of non-Italians must wait until they are
18 years old before they can apply, and long-term non-Italian residents
face a long wait and a bureaucratic obstacle course if they wish to apply
for citizenship (Bigot and Fella 2008).

Differential access to full citizenship and the rights associated with it
are just one aspect of the discriminatory mechanisms facing immigrants
and other minorities within EU states. Whilst public rejection of racism
is considerable in many EU states when it is manifested in overtly racist
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statements and actions, it has often proved more difficult to sensitise
public opinion and develop a consensus over the existence of sometimes
less visible direct and indirect forms of discrimination based on race or
ethnicity and the necessary measures to address them. Such discrimi-
nation is often apparent in relation to access to employment, housing,
welfare, education, health care, social and other services, and has also
been observed more broadly in the way in which institutions are organ-
ised or in societal structures in general. In some countries legislation
to address these and other aspects of racial discrimination has devel-
oped over a number of decades, whilst the EU directives of 2000 have
established a common European framework for tackling them. In the
United Kingdom, where policy to counter racial discrimination has been
developed and debated over a number of decades, recent discussion has
focused on institutional discrimination, defined in the pivotal report
of the Macpherson inquiry in 1999 as: ‘The collective failure of an
organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to peo-
ple because of their colour, culture, or ethnic origin. It can be seen or
detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to dis-
crimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness
and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people’ (Bell
2009: 11).

The EUMC, recently superseded by the European Union Fundamen-
tal Rights Agency (EUFRA), was charged with the task of monitoring
and collecting data on racism and discrimination in Europe. How-
ever, as noted above, there are inconsistencies and lacunae when it
comes to comprehensive collection of data on discriminatory processes
as well as racist crimes and other racist incidents. For example, only
Finland, Sweden and the United Kingdom regularly collect and pub-
lish systematic data on racist crimes (EUFRA 2010a). Nevertheless, the
EUFRA annual report for 2010 reports that discrimination in the EU
is demonstrably high in the fields of employment, housing, education
and health care, although there are relevant differences among coun-
tries (EUFRA 2010a). Knowledge of rights in matters of discrimination is
low, with over a third of the European population admitting to lacking
adequate information on the subject, and, in addition, individuals who
perceive discrimination often do not know who to turn to for advice
and redress (EUFRA 2010a).

For these and other reasons the full range of activities of organ-
isations opposing racism are important. These include information
and awareness activities, activities of cultural sensitisation, advocacy
efforts and political initiatives as well as protest activities associated
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with social movements. However, in many EU states they operate in
a public climate in which the media or political parties have employed
ethno-populist frames presenting migrants and minorities as a threat
to national culture and security, as a drain on economic resources and
sometimes (notably in relation to Muslim communities) as a threat to
liberal values. The populist, extreme and generally xenophobic right
has achieved political success in mobilising around these frames in
a number of EU states, and even where its success has been limited,
these frames have also found their way into the discourse of ‘main-
stream’ political parties. Indeed, political parties and actors across the
political spectrum and across the EU have openly reflected on the
demands placed on public services, the impact on labour markets and
unemployment levels, and the implications for national identity and
the cohesion of communities of large-scale immigration. In doing so
political actors will argue that they represent popular concerns about
immigration. Such concerns are reflected in public opinion surveys,
which are explored in more detail in the next section.

Public opinion, anti-immigration sentiment
and perceptions of discrimination

The general background factor that has made issues of ethnicity and
race particularly relevant in recent years is migration. Worries about
immigration in particular have remained at a stable and high level
throughout our case studies in recent years. High levels of electoral sup-
port for parties of the extreme or radical populist right, such as the Front
National (FN) in France or the Northern League (LN) in Italy, may be
one indication of popular identification with anti-immigrant frames.
However, this is not to say that similar sentiments are not popular in
those countries where such parties have not been particularly success-
ful, such as the United Kingdom, Germany and Spain. The popularity of
such parties will relate to a range of historical and political factors, the
nature of political and cultural opportunities and the agency of the par-
ties themselves (Mudde 2007; Ruzza and Fella 2009). A global attitudes
survey by the Pew Research Center in 20073 showed a high percentage
of respondents in all the EU states surveyed agreeing with the state-
ment, ‘We should further restrict and control immigration.’ Agreement
with this was particularly high in Italy where 87 per cent agreed with
this statement (and where the xenophobic and populist right-wing LN
has been a governing party in the periods 2001–2006 and 2008–2011).
It was also notably higher in Spain and in the United Kingdom, where
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the extreme right has not been successful, than in France, where the
extreme right FN has in recent presidential elections polled between 10
and 18 per cent of the vote. The figure with respect to agreement with
the statement in Spain was 77 per cent, for Britain it was 75 per cent and
for France it was 68 per cent. In Germany the figure was 66 per cent,
and in Poland (where mass immigration has not really occurred) it was
53 per cent (Pew Research Center 2007). The Transatlantic Trends sur-
veys published in 2011 and in previous years suggest that immigration
was considered by the public in the United Kingdom to be a much big-
ger problem than elsewhere (see Figure 1.1): 68 per cent of respondents
in the United Kingdom viewed immigration as ‘more of a problem than
opportunity’ in 2011. This compared to 58 per cent in Spain, 48 per cent
in Italy, 46 per cent in France and 43 per cent in Germany (Transatlantic
Trends 2011). Such surveys provide a snapshot of opinion at a particular
time, and can be prone to marked variation which is often related to
a range of factors influencing public debate in a particular country at
that time. The strength of response in particular countries also appears
to vary in relation to the type of question asked, with the question iden-
tifying the need for government action in the Pew survey getting the
strongest response in Italy, whereas the Transatlantic Trends question
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Figure 1.1 Percentage of respondents considering immigration ‘more of a
problem than an opportunity’ in 2008–2011
Source: Adapted from Transatlantic Trends (2011: 5).


