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Ethni c Attitud e i n Discourse : 
a Competition-fram e Analysi s 

Marte n J .  de n Uy l  Teu n A .  va n Dij k 

University of Amsterdam 

I.INTRODUCTION 

The problems of ethnic prejudice and intergroup conflict have traditionally been 
a focu s o f  attentio n i n socia l  psychology .  I n thi s lon g researc h histor y littl e 
effor t  ha s bee n investe d i n a  systemati c analysi s o f  th e form s o f  informa l 
conversatio n i n whic h attitude s toward s ethni c group s ma y b e expressed .  Yet , 
everyda y tal k i s on e o f  th e mos t  importan t  medi a fo r  th e difusio n o f  ethni c 
prejudic e (e.g .  Va n Dij k  1984) .  On e reaso n fo r  th e neglec t  o f  thi s topi c i s tha t 
i t  require s a n interdisciplinar y approach .  Onl y whe n insight s fro m discours e 
analysis ,  socia l  psycholog y an d cognitiv e modelling ,  particularl y wor k o n belie f 
systems ,  ar e combined ,  on e ca n hop e t o b e successfu l  i n answerin g th e 
followin g closel y interrelate d questions : 
a)  H o w ar e knowledge ,  belief s an d feeling s toward s ethni c group s organized ? 
A representatio n mode l  fo r  etni c belie f  system s i s needed . 
b)  What  processe s operat e i n discours e involvin g etni c attitudes ? Thi s entail s 
i n fac t  tw o questions :  1 )  ho w ca n discours e productio n generall y b e analyze d 
as a  strategi c proces s (Va n Dij k &  Kintsc h 1983) ;  an d 2 )  wha t  strategie s i n 
conversatio n ar e specifi c  t o discours e relatin g t o ethni c minorities ? 
c)  O n a  socia l  psychologica l  level ,  th e mai n questio n i s wha t  rol e informa l 
discours e play s i n intergrou p relations . 

Our analysis of ethnic attitude in discourse is based on an extensive data base 
draw n fro m informa l  interview s conducte d i n a  numbe r  o f  fiel d studies .  We 
canno t  dea l  wit h th e discours e propertie s o f  thes e interview s her e (cf .  Va n Dij k 
1984) .  Th e (ope n an d unstructured )  interview s wer e hel d wit h autochtonou s 
inhabitant s o f  a  neighbourhoo d i n Amsterda m wit h a  hig h percentag e o f  ethni c 
minorities .  Th e larges t  minorit y group s i n th e Netherland s ar e immigran t 
worker s (Turks ,  Maroccans )  an d peopl e fro m th e forme r  dutc h colon y o f 
Suriname . 

The researc h describe d i n thi s pape r  i s sponsore d i n par t  b y th e 
Netherland s Organizatio n fo r  th e Advancemen t  o f  Pur e Researc h (ZWO) . 
We than k Adr i  va n de r  Wurf f  fo r  comment s an d suggestions . 
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2.TH E S T R U C T U RE O F E T H N I C A T T I T U D E 

Ambivalence of Ethnic Attitude. We assume that positive and negative ethnic 
attitude s coul d b e represented ,  a s a  firs t  approximation ,  b y postulatin g 

differen t  goaltree s (Carbonel l  1979 )  fo r  th e "pro "  an d "con "  orientations . 
Hov /̂ever ,  i t  ha s bee n note d befor e (e. g Allpor t  1954 )  tha t  ethni c attitude s ofte n 
giv e a n impressio n o f  ambivalenc e an d inconsistency .  Fo r  instance ,  i t  i s  no t 
uncommon t o hea r  someon e argu e fo r  equa l  right s a t  on e tim e an d fo r 
protectio n o f  majorit y interest s a  littl e later .  Thi s woul d see m t o impl y tha t 
th e goal s tha t  determin e positiv e an d negativ e attitude s ca n b e presen t 
simultaneousl y withi n a n ethni c attitude .  Thi s become s eve n mor e likely ,  onc e 
i t  i s  realize d tha t  thes e goal s ar e o f  a  differen t  nature ;  th e positiv e sid e 
appear s t o b e base d o n genera l  value s an d norm s i n society .  Th e negativ e side , 
we propose ,  i s base d o n a  general ,  schematic ,  representatio n forma t  fo r 
intergrou p conflict . 

Competition-frames. Competition-frames are based on the Triangle repre-
sentatio n fo r  socia l  conflict s introduce d b y Schan k &  Carbonel l  (1979) .  A 
typica l  fragmen t  fro m a n intervie w ma y serv e t o introduc e thi s notion . 

"Now these are bip houses, vou can see that. But they are all 
foreiqner s tha t  com e t o liv e here .  Don' t  w e hav e an y Dutc h 
anymor e wh o nee d a  house ? (... )  Wh y shoul d th e foreigner s hav e 
al l  thos e nic e bi q houses ? The y al l  q o dow n th e drain ,  thos e 
houses. "  (approximat e translation ) 

In a competition two parties, labelled WE (e.g. "the Dutch") and THEY (e.g. 
"th e foreigners") ,  ar e i n conflic t  ove r  som e ISSU E (e.g .  "th e distributio n o f 
houses") .  A  thir d party ,  th e DISTRIBUTO R determine s th e outcom e o f  th e 
conflict . 
Some importan t  feature s distinguis h perceive d competitio n betwee n group s fro m 

most  othe r  socia l  conflicts . 
-  I n a  competitio n i t  i s  no t  a  singl e objec t  tha t  i s  a t  stake .  Rather ,  th e ISSU E 
i s a n ongoin g conflic t  o f  interests .  Thi s implie s tha t  competitio n migh t  continu e 
as lon g a s th e need s o f  th e group s involve d remai n unchange d an d ca n b e 
settle d i n a  definit e wa y b y ver y drasti c mean s only . 
-  Th e group s i n a  competitio n nee d no t  b e prope r  socia l  actors .  Fuzz y 
categorie s suc h a s "foreigners "  o r  "autochtonou s Dutch "  canno t  perfor m socia l 
acts .  Thi s i s a n importan t  differenc e wit h socia l  conflic t  Triangles .  Th e latte r 
deriv e thei r  usefulnes s a s representationa l  device s mainl y fro m th e possibilit y 
of  analyzin g socia l  conflict s i n term s o f  a  ver y limite d numbe r  o f  basi c socia l 
acts .  Suc h act s ma y b e nonexisten t  i n th e contex t  o f  competition-frames . 

-  Th e DISTRIBUTO R slo t  i n a  competition-fram e i s no t  alway s fille d b y a n 
authority .  A t  th e extreme s w e distinguis h "close d competition "  wher e th e 
outcome s ar e completel y determine d b y som e authorit y tha t  i s  believe d t o b e 
bot h impartia l  an d effective ,  an d "ope n competition "  wher e n o authorit y i s 
believe d t o hav e an y influenc e o n th e outcomes . 
-  A t  an y moment  th e stat e o f  a  competitio n ca n b e evaluated .  We assum e suc h 
evaluatio n alway s t o tak e plac e fro m th e W E perspective .  Th e stat e o f  a 
competitio n i s a  functio n o f  thre e elements :  th e C L A I M o f  eac h part y t o a 
shar e o f  wha t  i s a t  stak e i n th e competition ;  th e GAIN ,  tha t  wha t  eac h part y 
has receive d sofar ;  an d th e R U L E S ,  th e distributio n rule s tha t  th e DIS -
T R I B U T OR i s perceive d t o use .  A n evaluatio n usuall y take s th e for m o f 
comparin g th e presen t  stat e o f  th e competitio n t o othe r  (pas t  o r  future )  state s 
of  th e sam e competitio n o r  t o othe r  competitions . 
-  Th e essentia l  ste p i n maintainin g a  competition-fram e representatio n fo r  som e 
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socia l  situatio n i s identificatio n wit h th e WE-group .  Thi s identificatio n entail s 
mor e tha n th e categorizatio n o f  sel f  a s a  member  o f  thi s group ,  i t  implie s 
internalizin g th e grou p interest s a t  stak e a s persona l  concerns .  Th e fulfillmen t 
of  grou p interest s the n become s equivalen t  t o th e fulfillmen t  o f  persona l  goals . 

Functions of Competition-frames. The most evident function of a competition-
fram e i s tha t  i t  enable s on e t o explai n negativel y value d socia l  situations .  Fo r 
most  socia l  problem s i t  ca n b e argue d tha t  W E ar e i n a  ba d positio n becaus e 
T H EY har m ou r  interests .  Th e wide-sprea d phenemeno n o f  scape-goatin g 
illCisTffte s the '  point . 
Competition-frame s furthe r  pla y a  rol e i n th e interpretatio n o f  particula r 
event s calle d incidents .  A n inciden t  i s a n even t  involvin g member s o f  th e 
competin g group s tha t  touche s upo n th e interest s o f  thes e group s i n th e 

competition .  Everyda y event s ar e understoo d b y creatin g a n episodi c structure , 
a "situatio n model "  (Va n Dij k &  Kintsc h 1983 )  i n whic h specifi c  informatio n 
abou t  th e even t  i s integrate d wit h genera l  knowledg e abou t  th e contex t  an d 
backgroun d o f  thi s event .  Par t  o f  a  situatio n mode l  ar e th e belief s abou t  th e 
need s an d motive s o f  actor s use d t o explai n thei r  actions .  A  c o m m o n 
mechanis m fo r  inferrin g explanation s o f  huma n actio n i s identification ;  i.e .  w e 
understan d someone' s action s i f  w e fee l  w e woul d hav e don e th e sam e i n 
his/he r  place .  Competition-frame s enhanc e identificatio n wit h WE-grou p m e m-
bers ,  bu t  suppres s identificatio n wit h member s o f  a  THEY-group .  Whe n 
interpretin g action s o f  th e latter ,  th e mechanis m o f  identificatio n i s replace d 
by a n interpretatio n proces s tha t  make s us e o f  grou p interest s an d charac -
teristic s represente d i n th e competition-frame .  Thus ,  whe n a n even t  suc h a s 
a Turkis h famil y movin g int o a  ne w hous e i s interprete d a s a n inciden t  i n th e 
competitio n fo r  houses ,  th e individua l  concern s o f  thes e actor s ar e no t 
represente d i n th e situatio n model .  Instead ,  th e perceive d threa t  t o in-grou p 
interest s i s represented .  Th e resul t  o f  suc h a n interpretatio n proces s ma y b e 
illustrate d i n anothe r  citatio n fro m th e sam e responden t  w e quote d before : 

"Look, and when a Dutchman gets such a bia house, then I say 
yes ,  that's. ,  that' s  cjreat .  Bu t  wh y shoul d thos e foreianer s al l 
snea k int o thos e houses? " 

Competition-frames have a function in the organization of knowledge in 
memory a s well .  Competitiv e relation s ca n b e perceive d t o exis t  betwee n tw o 
group s o n man y differen t  ISSUES ,  bot h materia l  (e.g .  housing )  an d immateria l 
(e.g .  religion ,  power) .  We assum e hierarchica l  relation s ca n obtai n betwee n 
competition-frame s wit h th e sam e opposin g groups .  Specifically ,  w e assum e tha t 
al l  suc h frame s ar e dominate d b y a  hig h leve l  competition-fram e wher e th e 

ISSUE i s lef t  unspecified .  Suc h a  hierarchica l  organizatio n o f  competition -
frame s i s equivalen t  t o a  goaltree . 

3.COMPETITION-FRAMES IN DISCOURSE 

Polarization Strategies. Competition-frames have yet another function: they 
contro l  a  speaker s contribution s t o a  conversation . 
A mayo r  ai m o f  informa l  conversatio n i s self-exoression .  Peopl e attemp t  t o 
expres s thei r  affectiv e evaluatio n o f  th e topi c unde r  discussio n a s convincingl y 
as possible ,  s o a s t o mak e th e heare r  shar e thei r  views .  Th e urg e t o d o s o 
i s especiall y strong ,  w e suggest ,  whe n th e topi c ha s persona l  relevanc e fo r  th e 
speaker ,  an d whe n th e speake r  consider s him/hersel f  t o hav e sufficien t 
expertis e o n th e topic . 
The evaluatio n o f  a  competitio n lead s t o a  se t  o f  characteristi c opinion s 
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regardin g th e fou r  cor e element s o f  th e frame : 
-  Th e ISSU E i s a  seriou s problem . 
-  W E ar e i n a  ba d position . 
-  T H E Y for m a  threa t  t o ou r  interests . 
-  Th e D ISTRIBUTO R i s partia l  and/o r  ineffective . 

The expressio n o f  thes e opinion s ii i  conversatio n i s a  for m o f  persuasiv e 
communicatio n tha t  ca n b e describe d b y a  se t  o f  Dolarizatio n strateaie s (se e 
figur e 1) . 

figure 1 

polarizatio n strategie s 

jComplain 
legitimatio n 

y/" ^  ^positiv e evaluatio n 
suppor t  WE-group^^—identification^stres s similaritie s 

^triomfalis m 
persuasion ^ 

^oppos e THEY-group—illegitimatio n 

\  ^.negativ e evaluatio n 
distantiation-:—-hyperdifferentiatio n 

undermin e authorit y 

- By complaining the seriousness of the ISSUE is stressed. Incidents are 
frequentl y use d t o illustrat e ho w badl y grou p interest s hav e bee n hur t  i n th e 
past ,  bu t  als o extrapolation s int o th e futur e ar e effectiv e persuasiv e moves : 
"It' s  qettin a wors e everyday" . 
-  Suppor t  WE-group ;  i n thi s strateg y i t  i s  argue d tha t  W E ar e i n a  ba d positio n 
and henc e ar e i n nee d o f  support .  On e for m thi s take s i s legitimation ,  th e 
legitimac y o f  th e C L A I M S o f  th e WE-grou p i s elaborate d upon .  Anothe r  for m 
i s th e enhancemen t  o f  positiv e identificatio n wit h th e WE-group ,  whic h 
branche s int o a  numbe r  o f  substrategies . 
-  Oppos e THEY-group ;  thi s i s th e mos t  centra l  polarizatio n strategy .  Th e basi c 
argumen t  i s tha t  sinc e T H E Y for m a  threa t  t o ou r  interest s T H E Y shoul d b e 
oppose d mor e firmly .  T w o substrategie s her e ar e th e invers e o f  suppor t 
strategies :  i n illegitimat e th e C L A I M S o f  th e opponent s ar e playe d down ;  i n 
distantiatio n th e evaluativ e distanc e t o th e THEY-grou p i s increased .  Tw o 

majo r  aspect s o f  distantiatio n ar e negativ e evaluatio n o f  th e THEY-grou p an d 
hyperdifferention ,  th e underscorin g o f  presume d devian t  characteristics . 
-  Undermin e authority ,  refer s t o attack s agains t  authoritie s tha t  functio n a s 
DISTRIBUTOR i n th e competition .  I t  shoul d b e note d tha t  a  competition-fram e 
interpretatio n o f  socia l  situation s almos t  unavoidabl y lead s t o a n evaluatio n o f 
authoritie s a s partia l  an d ineffective . 

a Dilemma. People in informal conversation have more concerns than 
self-expression .  Anothe r  importan t  concer n i n mos t  socia l  situation s i s 
self-presentation .  Peopl e prefe r  t o presen t  favorabl e image s o f  themselves .  I n 
discussin g ethni c relation s thes e tw o concern s ca n easil y com e int o conflict . 
Negativ e evaluation s ma y backfir e i f  insufficientl y substantiated .  Explici t 
discriminatio n an d racis m ar e no t  onl y generall y frowne d upon ,  bu t  actuall y 
punishabl e b y law .  Th e strategi c proble m ou r  respondent s face ,  then ,  i s ho w 
t o expres s thei r  negativ e evaluation s o f  minorities ,  withou t  appearin g pre -
judiced .  Thi s dilemm a i s apparen t  i n man y way s i n conversation .  Negativ e 
remark s ar e frequentl y introduce d wit h "positive "  phrase s suc h a s " I  don' t  hav e 
anvthin a aaains t  foreianer s but..." .  Negativ e generalization s ar e ofte n presente d 
jokingl y o r  i n a  highl y exaggerate d form .  However ,  th e mos t  popula r  solutio n 
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t o th e strategi c proble m i s tellin g stories . 

Strateqic Storytellinq. A considerable part of informal discourse on ethnic 
minoritie s consist s o f  storytellinq .  Th e topi c o f  mos t  o f  thes e narrative s i s a 

mino r  everyda y Incident .  O n close r  analysi s som e consisten t  pattern s becom e 
eviden t  i n thes e seemingl y innocen t  stories . 
First ,  almos t  al l  storie s concernin g minoritie s hav e negativ e complications . 
Second ,  almos t  alway s member s o f  minorit y group s ar e hel d responsibl e fo r  th e 
unpleasan t  events .  Third ,  actor s fro m thes e group s hardl y eve r  ge t  an y furthe r 
introduction ;  the y ar e onl y presente d a s representativ e member s o f  thei r 

groups .  Explanation s fo r  thei r  behavio r  ar e lef t  implicit ,  o r  refe r  t o 
stereotypica l  grou p characteristics .  Fourth ,  th e solutio n categor y i s ofte n 
missing .  Th e negativ e impac t  o f  th e stor y i s thereb y enhanced .  Sixth ,  i n th e 

cod a a  generalizin g conclusio n i s drav/ n fro m th e narrative :  'Tha t  haooen s t o 
us al l  th e time. "  Al l  thes e feature s ca n b e explaine d o n th e assumptio n tha t 
th e mai n strategica l  ai m o f  suc h storie s i s distantiation . 

4.TH E R O L E O F D I S C O U R SE I N INTE R G R O UP R E L A T I O N S 

It may have been noted that a vicious circle is inherently present in what we 
hav e outline d sofar :  competitiv e interpretation s o f  societa l  problem s trigge r  th e 
use o f  polarizatio n strategies ,  whic h i n tur n enhanc e th e belie f  i n competitiv e 
analyses ,  an d s o on .  Ther e ar e counterforces ,  suc h a s th e syste m o f  equalitaria n 
value s that ,  i n combinatio n wit h th e concer n fo r  self-presentation ,  als o ha s it s 
influenc e o n discourse . 
I n ethni c attitude s pr o an d co n orientation s ar e i n dynami c balance .  Intra-grou p 
conversatio n ca n b e conceive d o f  a s th e socia l  switc h mechanis m tha t  regulate s 
th e degre e o f  antagonis m betwee n groups .  Detaile d analysi s o f  discours e ca n 
unrave l  th e man y factor s tha t  a t  an y moment  ma y ti p th e balance .  Thes e 
factor s includ e th e presenc e o f  ISSUES ,  candidat e problem s fo r  a  competitiv e 
interpretation ;  th e -lac k of -  confidenc e i n authoritie s tha t  functio n a s 
DISTRIBUTOR;  th e salienc y o f  potentia l  THEY-groups . 
Most  important ,  perhaps ,  i s identificatio n wit h th e WE-group .  Recen t  socia l 
psychologica l  theorie s assum e tha t  socia l  identificatio n i s th e resul t  o f  socia l 
compariso n processe s motivate d b y th e nee d fo r  positiv e socia l  identit y (e.g . 
Tajfe l  1982) .  Thi s ma y b e correc t  fo r  th e minima l  grou p paradig m commonl y 
employe d i n experimenta l  research .  A n analysi s o f  natura l  discourse ,  however , 
favor s th e hypothesi s tha t  peopl e identif y wit h group s i n orde r  t o acquir e a 
sens e o f  contro l  ove r  everyda y concerns . 
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