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Painters polemic revives a long running debate about the politics of discursive 
psychology The charge that discursive psychology has an imphcit. under-developed or 
insufficiently radical political agenda Is not new Several commentators have 
highlighted for example the inherent limits of a political project focused so exclusively 
on linguistic analysis Others have suggested that its relativist epistemology blunts 
discursive psvcholoqy's capacity to challenge political structures such as racism 

Painters article (pp71-84. In this issue) extends this debate in two ways first and 
rather interesting he targets a subset of discursive writings that are qeneratlv viewed as 
more poiiticallv astute. criticising for example the writings of Wetherell ancl Potter 
11992; and Billig ( 1995) Second, pace the usual argument that discursive psvcholoqists 
veer towards col.ticat relatrvism he suggests that they are in fact quillv of · rcflex1Vf' 
racism That Is. their diaqnosis of others racism Is itself a form of rausrn I lie lritt,,r 
accusatron is hedged with some due ack.nowledgement of their contubutions to sr1r.1al 
psychology Academic proprieties aside. however Painters main aim 111 this article Is 
one of provocation If/riling as a polemicist he wants first and foremost to spur a 
reaction. and he seems content to leave the conceptual emprrical or 1ndr!Pd pol1trr ;ii 
elaboration of his own position for another day 

In this response we suggest that f'a1nter ;irt1r:lf? may be successful 111 its own t•·rrns 1,, rt 
we question those terms We accept that the concept of reflexive racIsr11 has th,. 
potential to work as a tool of provocation and that In this role 1t rnay have: utrhtv 
1 Certainly his paper moved us sufficiently t0 produce this response 1 /\s It r:iment'v 
stands however the notion of reflpxrve racism Is far too vague too (Jf'llPr tr ;111d tou 
tendentious to take us beyond the moment 0f provocation and tow;wls ;i ll<'tt•·r 



understanding of what does or does not count as 1acIs111 e1the1 111 academic d1SL()u1se 
or In everyday contexts 111 South Afuca 

THE CONCEPT OF REFLEXIVE RACISM. 
In contrast to the direct. tr adrnonal and ruerarchrcal form of ra..rsrn we all k.no11 :p 
Painter argues that reflf)x1ve racism operates through theories that ident.ty racrsm :11 
the other's desi«: to maintain (cultural) boundaries and so undermine the sancnor of 
various uruver s als national identrtv ilu111a11 r 1sihts econorruc development , p 73, 011 tti>c 
surface, ttus form of racial discourse seems to se1ve a progressive pohuca' acien·Jd 
Painter msrsts however, that 11 produces an msidious second order variety ot racism 
which is directed at recalcitrant Others who refuse to be assurulateo into a society 
defended from the non positron of liberal universalism 1p74) The ideoloqrcal violence 
(and qeruous) of reflexive racism. then. lies (1) in its abrhty to portray an hrstoncal!y 
specific and exploitative set of "neohberal' values as universal. 12) to brand those who 
cannot or will not conform to this set of values as racist and I 3 l to accomplish steps 1 
and 2 whilst cla.rnmq to advance the cause of anti-racism 

Reflexive racism has a wrde-ranqrnq apphcation which Is sketched In tile ambmoi.s 
opening section of f'a1nters article Drawing on the work of Baubar and Zize+ lie 
suggests that reflexive racism Is bound up with the emergence of the nation s1ate 
roughly around 1789, and continues unabated to characterise the postmodern period of 
today By means of 'underhanded rhetorical gestures - i e accusing others of racrsrr 
while imposmq universalism - reflexive racism has 111 effect furthered the interests of tt-e 
liberal nation state and more recently has been pitted against those threatening tu 
obstruct the free flow of Capital ( p 76 I In the second and briefer section of the paper 
Painter argues that this forrn of racism has also permeated the writ1119s and research 
practices of drscursrve psychologists Here tie Is not making net hommcrn attno.rtror.s 
about the motives of mdivrdual scholars Rather he Is suggesting that drscurs.ve 
psychologists hciv,• unw1tt1ngly disregarded tile ideoloqrcal complicity of their diagnoses 
of others racrsm 1\ccord1ngly. tie .nvues them to banish from their work the ,,ersIstei '. 
undoing of pol1t1cs the lure ot empty universals and especially the reuance en ·,zll ci.s 
mcarnatrons of l1hPral conceptions of subjectivrtv all(J the social I p83 1 

One of the d11f1u1lti,,s we h;id 111 f··,;il11at111q trus arqument Is that neither the ru11ce11t ri+ 

reflexive r acIsr11 Ih 11 its 1t:lilt1c111st11p w1tt1 partIcula1 strands of drscur sive reseat ct1 , ,·1 
racIs111 Is clearly ,•x.pl,J111ed 111 l'c1111te1 s ,nt1cl,, As depicted In the early sections rlf the 
paper 1eflex1v,· r:1, IsI11 t1ils ,Ill ext1arird111ar1ly broad 1a11sie of referents l h•c tE-I111 see1ns 
to des1c1nate ,lily :1tk111pt tu rJr;ir111osp rar:Is111 tt1at appeals e1tl1er ove1tly or tacitly t() tt ,. 
so r:i!lled crn11prrin1IsPIi 1.1111versals of liberal and 1ieol1beral pol1t1cal IrnagI11arIes 11•>-i 
file li!tter 111rlI1<1,, 1;111<1 wr, :m-, 11ot he1rv1 ,0xh;111st1ve here1 lrlie1al coIiceptI0I1s r'f ti ,0 
--;L-lh-' tHld r:1tl/t'!l'-,(·11~-i (pi"1,) /'I 1lfl1Hnir: dt•\/t~lopnlc·nt tp7')1) hlJfl':drl r.,_~r·1t~ q,t ! ·~ 

styit', lirncr,s pr,J1111;,,·rl liy ;i q!,,11,1I111.irh·t <p1'\, '.lit• '1I,-1,;il fr,·r: flow ,f di' LL , 1 
rle111oc1 c1t1c: v;ilu, "-: q, i4 I 1I1\t:<_Jr dtIor1 dllri d•J:ultur ;itIr1I1 1 p ;"'i 1 ;,11,J di rt1-· t ;. r •, 
1111Jltrc:11lt1ir;il1c;111 ,;<',1 111 ,1rid1t1,,11 1,·fl•·XIV<' rd• l',I11 ,,., 1r1tII11;1k·lv ,.,,. j t, 1 Ir 

rc:idtt'.d pul1t11;il i,I1,•r:,)ll('lllcl 'il.JCII cl'i 11c1t1•111,1i 11:11t,cc1t1c)I) (Jid1:1lrsdt, 'fl , ,Jt· · l, .l' 
pr1st111oder 11Is111 1I111s It I11ay Ii,· av.<H11pl1sl1e,J viii dl'P":Jls ti ,;it ,1r,. . , : 11 '.­ 
r,H:1dl1serl h11t 111•",r1111;1t,ly dt s11I1Ha level r:;iIry 1,1r 1st rr11pl1cdt11J11c; 



l he sheer range of this 11st of rPff!rP11ts allied to the vagueness of their definition w1th111 
Painters article turns the concept of · reflexive racism into a catch-all term that could 
be applied to almost any attempt diagnose racism or to formulate antuacrst practice In 
our view this feature blunts its usefulnes s as analytic and political resource 

On an analytic level the concept encouraqes an ill-advised conflation of distinct cases 
under the general category · racism of the other Pallo Jordan's writings on lanquaqe 
policy In the new South Africa can be treated as strangely equivalent. say to George 
Bush s denouncements of lslanuc Fundamentalisrn. which 111 turn f111d echoes witr-m 
discursive psychological research on racism and nationalism All are guilty of racism of 
the other for all unw1tt1ngly reproduce the neo-hberal imaginary· Yet the methodology 
for making this kind of classurcation Is not systematically explained In Painters ;irt1cle In 
practice the charge of reflexive racism seems to be based mainly on the a:,s1:rt1011 that 
there are potential lines of collusron between disparate types of claims about others 
racism and a rettied ideoloqical complex (the nee-liberal pohtrcal unaqmarv / lhrs may 
he the case but how are we to Judqe when this occurs? How are we rneant to 
distmqursh genuine antrracisrn from the kind of ant.racrsrn Painter wants to cntrcise 
rwh.ch Is. by definition. not anti racism at all but a form of racism)? We are not at all 
sure that Painters article allows us to answer these questions 

This problem leads us to hold serious reservations about its pohtical irnphcatrons 
Although there may be a certain cache In claiming that antiracism Is simply another form 
of r acrsm this charge cannot be made lightly and In the absence of a detailed 
pamstakinq argument about why this Is the case within a given set of circumstances 
Accomplished by means of passing examples and for the sake of polemic the charge 
of reflexive racism carries a number of risks If the wrong examples are selected for 
example one may underrrnne the cred1btl1ty of antuacist knowledge and practice This 
brings us to the heart of Painters argurnent which concerns the supposed fa1l111gs of 
discursive psychological research on r ar.rstn 

DISCURSIVE PSYCHOLOGY AS EXEMPLIFYING REFLEXIVE RACISM. 
From the foregoing discussion the reader will anticipate that we do not agree with his 
assessment of this area of research either In general or In respect of our own work 011 
desegregation In South /\fr1ca This does not imply that we view the so r:all1-rJ 
rJ1scurs1ve turn in psychology and related work in the tradition of rJ1sr:0111se c111c1lyc;1s 

(e g Duncan. 2003) - as a panacea Ior complex pohtical problerns sur.h ac; rc1r,Isrn 111 
pou-t of fact as we elaborate elsewhere we have our own reservations about its g,ips 
and hrmtauons (Durrheim & Dixon In press: We do believe. however that its focus on 
the perforrnatrve effects of everyday language Is a valuable elaboration of estabhshecl 
psycholoqical frameworks for tiunkrnq about racism 1wh1ch Wetherell and PottF:r 119CJ21 
gloss as the prejudice problernatic · / 

D1scurs1ve psychologists treat r ar.rsrn above all as a prar:tir:e that , ;iI11H,t 1,,, 
understood outside of a detailed analvsis of how and with what effr-cts thr, rP,1l1ty of 
race Is constructed w1tt1111 a given context Thus. thPy study rausm 111 t01I11s rJf ;i 

detailed consrderation of s1t11at,,c/ tnucttces. anrJ effects In his attPrnpts to fit the work ,,t 
£311119 ! 19951 Wetherell and Potter I 1992 I ;ind ourselves 11110 th,, cie11e1Ir. r:a\Pg•iry , Jf 
ref:exr,e rac,sn1 we believe that Painter has tr1v1al1zecl this def111111q f,,at1_11P r:f r11,;rr11c;,v,­ 
rt=?S!=?Jrr:h 



To exemplify this point we will revrsit his discuss.on of an article that ·.ve v,rute al.o.i: tl'e 
transtorrnatron of relations 011 South African beaches 111 tl1e wa~e of tl1e , .cilar-,st:: ~ • 
beach apartheid (Duunetm & Dixon 20001 I he a1t1cle explored a1no11g ot!1d !l1e11·t·~ 
how 'white' South African's constructed the rneanmq of changing relations 011 a beacr 
near Durban We showed how ontological appeals to the dd,p 11atlllf· ,,f uln.r « 
relations served to explain and Justify the re emergence of local f!ractrces ,f 
segregation By constructing segregation as an anthropological umver sal ·Ne arlJuec 
our mterviewees were able to question the Ieasibrhty of policies designed to end the 
legacy of beach apartheid l he discourse of natural segregation was racist ·n :1, s 
context precisely because 11 warranted resistance to desegregation 

Painter uses this study as an example of reflexive racism 1n operation He rrnphes that 
second order racism Is expressed via our unspoken assumption that cultur al w,teg1 auo: 
Is a good thing After all, 111 treating our mterviewees discourse as racist are >',e 11ut 
re111forc1ng a · liberal construction of national urutv (p831 which acts as an 1mpl1c1t mor a' 
framework for our entrre analysis? A hidden value system Is at play here tie cirgues 
that stops us from .rcknowledqinq tor example how the condemnat.on of cultural 
others unwulmqnes-, to integrate may In itself service neo-hberal ideology 

Our response Is th.it to the contrary !111s example illustrates the urmtanons of Pa1nt,,r s 
use of the concept of reflexive racism for his analysis disregards how the defuut.or. c:f 
racism necessarily mvolves analysis of situated contents and effects l ne point '.:1f c)c;r 
article was not that cultural appeals 111 the abstract are mevrtably racist Nor die we cia1r1 
that all versions 1,f ,:ultu1c1I 111teg1at1011 are antuac.st t of which the n.--;o l1b.::r,1I Is 
presumably 111st OIH· v1!1sI011 thouqh tlus Is IHJt expla111ed 111 Pa111te1 s article l\att ,s: 
we wanted to show how ontological accounts of culture were being used ,n :'clllkd tc 
sanction the re emerqence of beach segregation 

But why do we trt,dt such accounts as exernplifymq racrsrn (as opposed to, say ,r, 
expression of ant1rc1e1st resrstance to the ideology of neolrberahsnu? The answer to this 
questton 111 our view necess.mlv involves a consider anon of the history and noht.cs cf 
br.ach apa1:l11·11f ,l', w,,tl ;is !11,, 1ac1alrsr·ri 01qa11I1c1t1011 of relatrons en tne teac11 +at 
featur(!d 111 our ':tu,iy Io du tl11s properly would tcike 11s well beyond the ren,:t of tt1rs 
paper Sc:IH!llldl1r .illy l1ovwvt:1 we w,H1lil arr111t' thtc fcill1Jw111g 1r:f Durrhe·n S l),,c I' 
p11,ss1 

1 J flr;;1r:h c1p:11 ti 1, ·1d was d form of r audl 111p1p1c1l1ty d1:s1CJ1l• ·rf rHlt only tu ,,, 1s:,1 ,. :1,,1: 
1;11.1.il 111tI111:i, v \'1:1'; JJ1oi11l111tcd IJ11t aisu trJ ,,11s1J1,, 111t0qu,ty 111 ter11L • a 
vdlu,·d 1,· ,<1<111 ,,,. V/l11h::o l1c11c: l11stri11, .illv EJIIJ'iyt,;1J tile ti"'st t,,-.a, 11,-s ,., t•, t·,, 
!,est 1,•1,1111',•", ,i111f h:iv,, 1110111,pol1s,,iJ 111,, llli!J(Hlty tlll<,tc f111ds 'Jf-, ,.,,111 11,1 
sp,H t cS 

)1 lilec IJt·,1111 ,,11 ·,vl11cl1 1J1J1 ;,tu<.I, ,:,as ,:c)i1d111,ted Is d ,.as" 111 pu,11t fl,st,,r, ,111, 
wa'., class1fo·d :is a 'white ill:.ir:h and sc•rvHi ;1s a11 ex, lus1,.-- •1.--t ,I', 1, 
hol11L1y maf.,,1<-; frOlll f Jurba:• II"'! 111 I)' ti,,• 111t,,11()1 ar,,,;is 1,f I ,.1:,1,.• J l' 
Kw:i/u! 1 N 1til 



11 Its desegregation 1s now qenercJlly treated as a problem" by "white· holiday 
makers but unsurpnsmq 111 light of its history as an opportunity by 'blar.k 
holiday makers (see [)urrhe1m & Dixon. 2004) 

4 ! As such we have charted the reproduction of various forrns of informal 
segregation. embodied wrthm observable practices of "white flight frorn c011tact 
with black beachqoers (DIX<m & Durrheim. 2003) 

51 \/le would go further and suqqest that relations on this beach can be read as a 
metonym for a broader transformation of the racial orqarusation of coastal 
holidaying in South Africa 

61 A key aspect of this process 1s the geopolitical reordering of the white family 
vacation lncreasmgly white families are avoidinq their 'traditional" holiday 
venues leg Durban 1. which have become desegregated, and are seeking tlH· 
security of places 'further up the coast' These places tend to be defined inter 
aha. 1n terms of who or what 1s no/ there (see Dixon & Durrheim 111 press) 

It 1s 1n the context of this lustory and set of recieliseci practices that we have diagnosed 
essentialist accounts of natural segregation· on beaches as racist They reconstitute 
forms of racial isolatron that service an histoncalty specific form of racial inequatitv F ,H 
from bemg tempted by the so-called lure of empty uruversals our analysts 1s 
stubbornly particular being grounded m a detailed sustained and evrdential account of 
social change and conservation at a particular moment of South African history 

By contrast we would argue that 1t 1s Parmer s use of the concept 'reflexive racism that 
1s universalist Extraordinarily generic in scope 1t works at a level of conceptual 
abstraction that enables the indictment of virtually any claim about the racism of others 
whilst maintaininq a thin veneer of historicrtv by making vague appeals to the rise and 
threat of neoliberahsm Ironically given his denouncement of pilrt1c;ulilr1srns 
masquerading as universals. Painter's own argument flattens. decontextuauses ancJ 
abstracts the concept and practice of racism This lack of specificity makes 1t useless as 
a tool for the kmd of anti-racist pohtics we have articulated in our publications 

BEYOND POLEMIC? 
We suspect that many of the shortcorrnngs we have identified in Painter's arqumont 
reflect the genre of writing 1r1 which he 1s working It 1s not incidental that !hf, tr'r 111 
potemu: features 1n the paper's title and elsewhere This article 1s in essence ;i styl1serJ 
attempt to provoke Painter, one suspects 1s keenly aware that labolhnq others wrJ1 k ;i•, 
racist 1s lrkely to mcite a response In fact. 1t 1s ideally suited to this t;1sk In q•·ri,,ral 
allegations of racism nowadays demand a response because. as 81111(1 I 1 C/flfl 1 11rit,,s 
most people want to belong to · moral cornrnumtv of the unpre111d1u,d 111 this sPr1sf" 
Painters posmo« 1s rhetorically cffr:ct1vP 

\'le would also accept that polerrncs rnay play a useful rol» 1n a 1ou111;1I such a'; PINS 
They help to unsettle orthodoxies puncture complacencies and ruffle feathPrs ,Ji.1st ;ic; 
a good opposmon keeps qovernrnents honest the c1cade1111c: polerrur.r-.t 111J1t1 H• ,,, 

healthy sceptrcrsrn for received conceptual frameworks and values Tt11s st•rv,,,; ;i 

valuable function 1n all forms of psychological work. includinq work 111 the d1sc111s1v,, 
n adrtron tha: Painter takes as his object 1//hen asked about the politics of th,,11 work ,, 
seems to us that some d1scursrve psychologists crrnfess too readily tr, ;111 r.111,J,•1 
8~· 



developed pohtic.il 1111auI11;itI011 or as f'a1nter suggests 111st1fy a lack of political 
engagement 111 tlw name of methodology In principle then we welcome the k1ncl of 
article Painter has wr rtten 

Painters article also demonstrates for us however. the l11111ts of polerrncal v111tI:1g 
namely that 1t rarely moves much beyond provocation r oo often polerrncs offer nerther 
a fully fledged cunque nor a clear alternative to the received way of th1nkillg abo.it 
doing things ~ or this reason we feel that Painters article uttrmately stands In 11('11 c: 
and thus defers tlie more difficult projec: of elaborating and transcending the !,rrnL · t 

the discursrve psychology of racism 1f that 1s his agenda 1see also Painter & l !1eru1' 
2001) Tt11s task will requrre a more substantive engagement with particular tr adrtors of 
discursive research and a more constructive assessment of what rrnght be put ,n t''e1: 
place Allusive references discussed 111 brief and out of context will not suffice 

For our own part we feel that this enterprise needs to be undertaken 1·11th cue cauncn 
Discur sive psycholoqy 1s undoubtedly an mfluentral body of work and thus merits v,t,ca 
evaluation At t111s Juncture however. do not see the poutrcal expediency of a n·,01;r1t,r'g 
a sustained attack 011 that relatively small and marqinahsed body of work tnat nas 
attempted to exte11d the psychology of racism beyond the study of prejudice Nor do 1·1e 
think that South Afr 1ca11 psychologists should necessarily embrace tne kinds 01 

mternecme squabbles that have lead to the estrangement of Bntish social csvchotoo , 
into a series of · camps · each equally convinced they are on the road to salvation rt1,s 
has made fo1 a lively intellectual climate Yet rt has also nurtured unhelptul torms c 
sohpsisrn and disenqaqernent In a strange reversal the defence of particular 
theoretical tradrtrons has become more important than the forms of irf<'" they \',ere 
designed to explu1, · 1 ur chanqe 1 

1 he latter porn! morcates another. perhaps more positrve. d.rectron 111 wh1cl1 concept c) 

"reflexive racism rrnght be developed This concerns rts potential role 111 eluc1cJat111g I,:):, 
South Africa s u.msformanou Is constructed tanslat-«: amJ rt·s1stc:,J tiy 1,1,J111c11-, 
people I hl" sect,un of f'a111ter s article concerrunq the everyday co11sc0que1I"L·S c.t 
language policy seems to be particularly p101111s,11g .n this reqarcf Vie suspect lv,1-.c-1er 
that the pr act1cal dt-'1doprrn:11t of t111s ~ rnd of project will rer111Ire tJot11 d •:lar .f1< cit,, .fl 'Ji :•ie 
conr. .. pt of rdlex1v,_· rdus111 cind a 111ore p,-·rH,t1at1rHJ ,rnalys1s of its l11c.tor,cc1I c11,d r.;ci1t1 :1' 
1111pl1r:at1ons 111 Su, 1tl1 Afr Ir;;i 
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