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Discrimination and Segregation due to a  
“Southern” or Non-European Appearance 

 

Rodolfo Valentino, with collaboration from Stuart Kisitu 
 
The two subsequent contributions in this journal concern German and 
Spanish texts of the same article translated by the author himself. Dr. 
Rodolfo Valentino forms part of both the German and Spanish sections in 
our Editorial Board. 
 
 
I.  Classism and Social Protectionism 

 

Classism and social protectionism have been sufficiently studied as 
social phenomena by sociologists. To the question of how the 
members of a supposed “class”, “social environment” or “common 
lifestyle” “sniff” each other or identify themselves, would answer the 
German sociologist Norbert Elias and his French colleague Pierre 
Bourdieu: very simple, by the “Social Habitus”.  
 

Elias defines it as common habits in the thinking, feelings and actions 
of members of the same figuration (a network of dependence due to 
the conviction of a supposed belonging and social solidarity), which 
leads directly to a similar or identical “social personality”.  
 

Bourdieu enters more into “plastic details” and defines the “habitus” as 
the person as a whole: his appearance, his lifestyle, his language (code), 
clothes and taste, so the habitus becomes an immutable defect that  
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consciously or unconsciously activates the “racist” or “classist” 
strategies of a “social protectionism” to defend the interests of the 
supposed “class”. We are facing a social dilemma that is reinforced by 
the fact that individual errors or deviant behaviors quickly become a 
social stigma, which cannot be removed. 
 
 
II. Discrimination and Segregation because of a “Southern” or 
Non-European Appearance 
 

Especially in the countries of Northern Europe, there is another factor 
that influences. Here we find a much more obvious social fact whose 
“covering-up” can only be explained by the taboos that these societies 
have regarding aspects of “race” and “ethnicity” that seem to be 
politically incorrect.  
 

However, for the majority of the interview partners in our study in 
three European countries, it is a social fact and they know very well 
what a “Southern” appearance means by describing it with their own 
words such as dark hair, dark eyes and dark skin. So there is no doubt 
that it influences as an “amplifier of discrimination” in everyday life. 
And that there is a hierarchy of discrimination.  
 

In Spain, it is obviously not enough to have a “Southern” or “South-
European” appearance to be discriminated. Here, the appearance must 
be more non-European, e.g. of African or Latin American ethnic 
groups. In Germany and England, the “Southern” or “South-European” 
appearance is enough to be discriminated.  
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Therefore, the appearance or cultural background becomes a visible 
social fact and a “tool of discrimination” for people with racist, 
xenophobic or excluding inclinations. 
 
In Germany, among the interview partners the definition of a 
“Southern” or “South-European” appearance varies considerably 
depending on the region and the self-image of the person. Even so the 
person with dark hair, dark eyes, dark skin can be directly victim of 
xenophobic violence in the New Länder such as Saxony-Anhalt, while 
in North Rhine-Westphalia more visible or invisible additional features 
are needed to identify the other as “different” and to discriminate 
him/her.  
 

Both in Germany and in England, people with an Arabic or Turkish 
background, with obvious Muslim clothes or lifestyle, as well as people 
with an African or Asian background (in Germany less) experience 
more discrimination than other groups. “Latinos” claim to be less 
victims of racism and xenophobia as long as they are identified as such.  
 

However, the one who has dark skin, wears a headscarf, has non-
German or English facial features or speaks with an accent are more 
discriminated than Germans or Englishmen of Spanish, Italian or 
Portuguese origin, although they have a South European appearance. 
They are identified as Europeans because of their “social habit”. A 
special case form the 78% (95% in the New Länder) of German women 
who “think twice or three times” of the social consequences before 
having a relationship with a “Southerner” or a South European. 
 
These are the conclusions of a non-representative but socially relevant  
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online study conducted by the Independent European Sociological 
Research EUROSOR in Santander (Spain) until January 15, 2018, with a 
total of 1828 interviewed people with and without immigration 
background in Spain, Germany and England. About half (930) were 
interviewed as victims of discrimination and xenophobia.  
 

The authors of the study (Stuart Kisitu / Dr. Rodolfo Valentino) 
recognize that discrimination experiences are subjective and are a very 
“unstable” indicator of the level of xenophobia and racism. On the 
other hand, the open social conflicts between those affected and the 
defenders of a “typical English, German or Spanish aspect” are clearly 
manifested, socially relevant and should be studied more thoroughly. 
 
The results can be summarized in three conclusions: 
 

(1) 23% (D) [Germany], 27% (E) [Spain] and 35% (EN) [England] of 
people with a migrant background, who claim to be “typically English, 
German or Spanish”, feel disadvantaged in their respective countries. 
(2) 38% (E), 43% (EN) and 53% (D) of people with visible migrant 
background speak of selective discrimination in words and actions. 
(3) The Turks in Germany (67%), the Africans (67%) and the 
Pakistanis (78%) in England, and the Africans (71%), the North 
Africans (54%) and the Latin Americans (44%) in Spain, are the most 
disadvantaged and discriminated groups. 
(4) In all countries, Muslims are discriminated more frequently, with 
67% in Germany, 53% in England and 38% in Spain. In the case of 
people with Christian or non-confessional values, the value is 
considerably lower than 35% with 33% (D), 29% (EN) and 16% (E). 
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III.  Outlook 
 

Experts agree that in countries that have experienced strong 
immigration in recent decades, especially in Germany, England, but 
also in Spain, it is precisely racism and discrimination that can poison 
social coexistence and create an atmosphere of suspicion, distrust, 
latent hatred, prejudice and racial violence.  
 

The online study shows that the identification by appearance and 
cultural background work well as a strategy of discrimination and 
segregation and is firmly anchored in the minds of Europeans, 
especially of the North Europeans. The European Union and social 
partners, such as schools, universities, companies, etc., but also the 
society as a whole, should be aware of the problem and promote social 
and European cohesion more decisively. 
 
 

Dr Rodolfo Valentino is Director of the European Institute of Studies on 
Migration, Social Inclusion and Intercultural Learning (IEM), Bonn, 
Germany.     eurosor.iem@gmail.com    psciocura.valentino@gmail.com.   
 

An earlier version of the article was produced in 2017 under the auspices 
of IEM and the Bonner Institut für Migrationsforschung und 
Interkulturelles Lernen (Bonn Institute for Migration Studies and 
Intercultural Learning, BIM; http://bimev.de). 
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NB:  do you have any comments on Valentino’s article? Please send 
these to info@ethnogeopolitics.org, or through the contact form at 
www.ethnogeopolitics.org.  
 


