


Racism and Education

Education policy is not designed to eliminate race inequality but to sustain it at 
manageable levels.

This is the inescapable conclusion of the first major study of the English education

system using ‘critical race theory’.

David Gillborn has been described as Britain’s ‘most influential race theorist in

education’. In this book he dissects the role of racism across the education system; from

national policies to school-level decisions about discipline and academic selection.

Race inequality is not accidental and things are not getting better.
Despite occasional ‘good news’ stories about fluctuations in statistics, the reality is

that race inequality is so deeply entrenched that it is effectively ‘locked in’ as a

permanent feature of the system.

Built on a foundation of compelling evidence, from national statistics to studies of

classroom life, this book shows how race inequality is shaped and legitimized across the

system. The study explores a series of key issues including:

• The impact of the ‘War on Terror’ and how policy privileges the interests of 

White people; 

• How assessment systems produce race inequality; 

• How the ‘Gifted and Talented’ programme is a form of eugenic thinking based on

discredited and racist myths about intelligence and ability; 

• The Stephen Lawrence case, revealing how policymakers have betrayed earlier

commitments to race equality; 

• How ‘model minorities’ are created and used to counter antiracism; 

• How education policy is implicated in the defence of White power. 

Racism and Education: Coincidence or Conspiracy? takes critical antiracist analyses to a

new level and represents a fundamental challenge to current assumptions in the field.

With a foreword by Richard Delgado, one of the founders of critical race theory.

David Gillborn is Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, University of

London, and editor of the international journal Race Ethnicity and Education.

Richard Delgado is University Distinguished Professor of Law and Derrick Bell

Fellow at the University of Pittsburgh.
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Foreword by Richard Delgado

You are about to encounter a wonderful, rich book with a bold, audacious

premise, clear writing, and a reader-friendly structure and plot line.

In the early pages, you meet Steve, a brilliant young law student of color, social

activist, and budding lawyer, and ‘the Professor’, an older figure who is both the

young man’s straight man and the author’s alter ego. Stephen uses the Professor as

a foil for his thoughts, and the Professor, in the manner of all academics since time

immemorial, borrows the young man’s ideas and expands on them.

The two outline their main points, after which the book unfolds in standard

expository prose, touching on each of the matters the two protagonists agreed

needed documentation, on the way to proving their astonishing thesis about

Whiteness and power.

That premise is easily stated: White privilege and supremacy exhibit the

structure of a conspiracy. Not an ordinary conspiracy, hammered out between

business rivals, for example, who agree to sell their products at the same price, but

a more complex hub-and-spoke variety seen in some criminal settings in which

each member of the conspiracy only knows and deals with a central element or

figure. For Gillborn, that central figure is Whiteness, and the individual spokes are

powerful Whites in the educational establishment and elsewhere.

Gillborn shows how the conspiracy works and traces its constituent elements,

including standardized high-stakes testing, biological theories of racial inferiority,

racist disciplinary procedures in schools, and, in society at large, whipped-up fear

of immigrants, police profiling, the myth of model minorities, and a perverse form

of free speech that tolerates racial hatemongering while deeming the speech of

minority defenders deranged and irresponsible.

On the way to making its point about the British educational establishment,

the book introduces a movement, Critical Race Theory, that may be new to some

of Gillborn’s readers. Critical Race Theory began as a movement in US legal circles

in the late 1970s, when a number of progressive lawyers and legal scholars realized

that the heady gains of the 1960s civil rights movement had stalled and were, in

some cases, being rolled back. New approaches were necessary to cope with the

more subtle forms of institutional and unconscious racism that were emerging and

a public newly indifferent (‘colour blind’) to matters of race.



After a gestation period in the law, Critical Race Theory took hold in a number

of other fields, including sociology and education, where scholars used its ideas to

analyze hierarchy in the schools, high-stakes testing, school discipline, migrant

and bilingual education, affirmative action, and the debate over the Western

canon. Critical race theorists in schools of education teach courses and seminars in

this discipline, supervise PhD students, and hold conferences and panels on how

to use its precepts in their work. The burgeoning Critical-Race-Theory-in-

education literature now includes dozens of articles, two anthologies, and half a

dozen books.

With the present volume, the movements jumps the Atlantic and lands in Great

Britain, where it seemingly has found fertile ground. Although the history of the

two countries differs in some respects (for example, the USA applied racial ideas

early in its history to justify slavery and, later, empire; Great Britain, first to justify

empire and only later as a basis for domestic stratification), the two are beginning

to confront very similar racial problems. The citizenry of both countries are largely

in denial about the extent of their racial problems. Both are fearful of foreigners,

especially ones of color. Both use many of the same rationalizations, including the

insistence that they are colour blind.

Both countries guard, but hide, White privilege and use hate speech as an

instrument of social control, justifying it by invocation of principle (‘I may

disagree with what you say, but…’). They both exhibit locked-in racism that, once

in place, maintains itself effortlessly though a thousand mechanisms, rules, and

habits. Each operates an educational system that, year after year, turns out under-

prepared students of color, yet deems itself to have offered a fair opportunity to all.

After chapters devoted to inequality and the racial gap, official policy and

rhetoric, testing, the Stephen Lawrence case, model minorities, and White priv-

ilege and normativity, the two characters re-emerge from the measured, endnoted

prose in which the book unfolds to greet each other and conclude their conver-

ation. The younger man observes that a pessimistic philosophy need not be ener-

vating; indeed may inspire one to try even harder. The older man agrees, positing

that merely because a concerted practice is hard to crack, it highlights the need for

a more strenuous form of resistance.

The two part on the best of terms. The book ends with the reader wishing for

more.
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1 Introduction

If you have a commitment to educational equality, and a society where people have

equal chances of success regardless of their skin tone or ethnic background, this

book’s detailed research-based accounts of systematic and deep rooted racism will

sadden and shock you. Alternatively, perhaps you believe that race issues are a

peripheral matter, much less pressing than class or gender, or that things are grad-

ually improving as policy makes incremental step-by-step improvements; if so, this

book offers a direct challenge by arguing that race inequality should be placed

centre-stage as a fundamental axis of oppression.

Most of the arguments in the book are constructed on the basis of research in

England, but many of the key strands in the analysis are just as applicable to the

education systems in the US, Canada, Europe and Australasia – where I have bene-

fited from the collegiality and critical support of many friends and colleagues. The

book is the first major study to examine the English education system1 using an

approach known as Critical Race Theory (CRT). To date, CRT has remained an

almost exclusively North American approach but there is no reason why the

conceptual tools and techniques developed by critical race scholars elsewhere

cannot be adopted and refined through their application in other nation states.

The next chapter offers a detailed guide to CRT but, for those readers who prefer

to skip from one part of the book to another, there are a few points that I should

make clear at the outset.

First, every chapter develops a key set of arguments that can stand in isolation

but which build into a damning critique of the racist nature of the education

system. Although they are best appreciated as a whole, the chapters are written to

be relatively self-contained with plenty of cross-referencing to other parts of the

book that complement the analysis. Judicious use of the index should enable you

to find anything you need straight away and I use subheadings throughout the text

to signal the topics under debate and new issues as they arise. Most chapters begin

with a clear indication of the issues that they address and conclude by summa-

rizing their main findings.

In addition, this introduction ends with a clear chapter-by-chapter guide to

what is in store, although the format (a discussion between invented characters)

will be unfamiliar to many readers. This is one of several aspects of the book that

will be new to people who have not encountered CRT before. At certain points,



for example, I use imaginary dialogues, storytelling and other narrative techniques

to develop new lines of analysis. As I explain in greater detail later in this intro-

duction, these are a key part of the CRT armoury, but they are also familiar to

writers working in fields such as poststructuralist Feminism.

At no stage is there a substantive statement about research on racism and

inequality that is not backed by referenced studies and/or empirical evidence.

Critical race scholars use storytelling to throw issues into relief but they do not

invent the realities of racism that their stories explore. The evidence is laid out in

the body of each chapter and references are cited through the use of endnotes

rather than the usual Harvard style of academic citation, which constantly breaks

up text by inserting authors’ names and publication dates. Various tables and illus-

trations are presented as ‘exhibits’, as I build my case in each chapter.

The language of race and racism

In this study I draw on a great deal of research from the US (where CRT originates)

and the UK (where most of my work is based). This can cause confusion because

similar terms have dramatically different meanings on either side of the North

Atlantic.2 For example, in the US ‘people of color’ is generally accepted as an appro-

priate collective term for people who would probably be termed ‘Black and Minority

Ethnic’ (BME) in the UK, where the word ‘coloured’ is seen as an out-dated and

derogatory hangover from the late 1950s and 1960s. In many instances I use the

term ‘minoritized’ as a general descriptor. I first heard this term at a Canadian

conference and it is useful in highlighting the constructed nature of the

minority/majority relations that are taken for granted in many societies.3 For

example, globally speaking White people are very much a demographic minority but

they are most certainly in a majority position when it comes to wealth and power.

The word ‘Black’ has a similarly complex history. Some activists and academics

use the term collectively to include all minoritized groups that are subject to White

racism. Although this can have a politically useful unifying purpose, in research

this approach can obscure important social, historical, cultural and economic

differences between groups. In the US the term is usually taken to denote people

of African American ethnic heritage; in the UK it usually describes those who

would identify their family origins in Black Africa and/or the Caribbean: this is

how I use the term in this book. 

Part of the reason for the ever-changing series of labels that are used in this field

is the nature of the issues that are at stake. Language not only describes an issue, it

helps to define the issue: it can make certain understandings seem natural and

commonsensical, while others are presented as outrageous or unworkable. The

role of discourse is central to many of the arguments in this book but, before

moving on, it is useful to briefly clarify two more key terms.

Race

It is widely accepted that there is no such thing as separate human races in the

2 Racism and education



traditional biological sense.4 Those characteristics that are usually taken to denote

‘racial’ phenomena (especially physical markers such as skin tone) are assigned

different meanings in particular historical and social contexts. Far from being a

fixed and natural system of genetic difference, ‘race’ is a system of socially

constructed and enforced categories that are constantly recreated and modified

through human interaction. In the US, for example, any physical marker of

African American ancestry is usually taken as sufficient to identify a person as

‘Black’; that same person, however, could board a flight to Brazil and, on disem-

barking, would find that they were viewed very differently by most Brazilians

because the conventional categories in that society are markedly different to the

‘commonsense’ assumptions in North America.

This is a fairly simple point that the majority of scientists (in the natural- and

social sciences) now accept. It is, however, necessary to make this point very clearly

because there are still powerful voices that repeat the falsehood of separate, fixed

and deterministic human races. Politicians on the extreme right trade in these

beliefs but so too do those writers on intelligence and ‘cognitive abilities’ who

would have you believe that there is something in our genes that determines

significant differences in intellectual, sporting and criminal behaviour.5

Racism/s

Racism is a highly contested term and one that is almost always controversial. To

be labelled a ‘racist’ is generally a highly derogatory slur and this can be an

advantage for those of us working for greater race equality because we begin from

a position where most people will be broadly sympathetic to our aims (at least in

public). However, the force of the label can also be a hindrance: racism is such a

harsh word that some people feel uneasy about using it. In addition, the term is so

forceful that most people react very defensively against any suggestion that they

might possibly be involved in actions or processes that could conceivably be

termed as ‘racist’. Such reactions show a failure (sometimes a refusal) to engage

with the different ways in which racism can operate. There are multiple forms of

racism: it is not unusual to see writers talking about racisms in the plural.6

Traditionally, racism has often been viewed as involving two key characteristics:

a belief in the existence of discrete human races and the idea that those ‘races’ are

hierarchically ordered. Although these views are by no means extinct, it is rare to

hear them espoused directly in mainstream politics or educational discussions.

This is, therefore, an extremely limited understanding of racism and it has been

argued that there are other forms of racism that are both more subtle and more

common.

In particular, it is now common in the UK to hear talk of institutional and/or

unintended racism. The term ‘institutional racism’ has been around for a long

time. It was originally used to draw attention to the ways in which US society is

saturated with assumptions and practices that have the routine effect of privileging

White people over minorities.7 A great deal of this book explores this form of

racism and it is important to state clearly that such forms can operate regardless of
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people’s conscious intentions. In this way, even well-intentioned actions can be

said to have racist consequences if they unfairly discriminate against members of

one or more minoritized groups. Every chapter in the book looks at the operation

of racism in one form or another.

Coincidence or conspiracy?

This book’s title proposes a question. Is racism in education a form of conspiracy?

To some readers this may seem immediately ridiculous and, I must admit, my

initial work with the notion of conspiracy did not interrogate the term.8 As I

discussed the idea with colleagues and conference-goers around the world,

however, I started to rethink my approach.9 Buoyed by the freedom of my first

sabbatical in a decade, and as a means of exploring the pros and cons of the idea, I

drafted an imaginary discussion between two scholars. Although struck by the

force of such writing when authored by others, I had never seen the need myself

nor felt able to adopt such a style. As I bounced ideas between my imaginary char-

acters, however, I appreciated the usefulness of the approach as a means of

exploring difficult and contradictory issues.

I use these fictional characters in this introduction and for the conclusion where,

I hope, they will help bring life to some real-world dilemmas. The first episode, or

chronicle, introduces the key issues that shape the book, especially concerning the

non-accidental nature of racism as a structure of domination patterned historically,

culturally, socially and economically. It also sets out some initial problems with the

notion of conspiracy as a way of highlighting the agency of White people in actively

(although not always knowingly) constructing and legitimating racist inequalities

in education. Finally, the characters describe the contents of each of the coming

chapters. The characters are reunited in the book’s conclusion where they identify

the nature of the conspiracy that they are trying to understand and oppose.

Chronicles and characters: real issues in imaginary lives 

The use of imagined characters to debate issues and exemplify real-world problems

has become a hallmark of some of the best legal CRT. Derrick Bell, the visionary

African American scholar/activist, coined the term ‘chronicle’ for this approach

when he used it as the format for one of the most prestigious invitations that can

be offered to a legal scholar, authoring the foreword to the annual Supreme Court

issue of the Harvard Law Review.10 The approach has been developed further by

numerous critical race scholars, perhaps most brilliantly by Richard Delgado and

Patricia Williams.11 Both Bell and Delgado frequently return to a small number of

characters, usually a law professor (men of color combining legal scholarship and

civil rights activism) and a younger alter-ego: Geneva Crenshaw is the star of Bell’s

works, while her half-brother Rodrigo is Delgado’s foil.12 Gloria Ladson-Billings

has recently explored the medium in her educational research13 and similar imagi-

native writing is becoming more familiar in UK educational scholarship, especially

among feminist authors.14

4 Racism and education



Taking my inspiration from the two men most responsible for the development

of CRT, it seems fitting that my two characters are also a professor and a younger

scholar/activist. The Professor is a 50-something White academic who works on race

inequalities in education. Originally from a working-class background in the

English Midlands, he was one of the first cohort of students in his city to attend a

non-selective comprehensive school. Stephen Freeman was born on 12 September

1977 and named for Steve Biko, who died that day at the hands of White racists.15

Also a working-class product of a comprehensive school, Steve is a Black Londoner

who left school with minimal qualifications but worked hard through night school

and completed an Open University degree.16 Steve and the Professor first met

through an antiracist campaign that the younger man was organizing and the two

soon became firm friends. Despite the Professor’s encouragement, Steve chose not

to pursue doctoral research because of his frustration with Ivory Tower academia

and especially with the posturing of some self-proclaimed radical academics. He is

currently working for a major labour trade union while studying law part-time.

Unlike Sara Delamont, whose principal fictional characters (Eowyn and

Sophonisba) ‘are two aspects of my scholarly identity’,17 the Professor and Steve

are not me. They share some of my thoughts, fears and experiences but they are

also free to say and think things that I would not necessarily support and to do

things that are outside my experience.18 Hence, both characters draw heavily on

the ideas and experiences of friends, colleagues, students and comrades in the

antiracist struggle.

Chronicle I: Racism, non-accidents and conspiracies

‘Steve! What are you doing here?’ 

The Professor’s face lit up as he recognized his young friend across the crowded

room. The older man had just given a public lecture and, until he spied Steve, was

deep in conversation with a group of audience members who had come to the

lectern to informally discuss the ideas he had set out. 

Steve knew the Professor would be some time yet and, aware that his voice

wouldn’t carry across the melee of animated discussion in the lecture theatre, he

silently mouthed ‘I’ll – wait – here’ and indicated a space by the exit.

The older man nodded and returned to the discussion with a new sense of

purpose.

An hour later the two friends emerged from the university building onto the

London street. The lunchtime lecture series was part of the university’s outreach

programme, offering the public a chance to hear and debate new ideas in

education. The Professor had drawn a larger audience than was usual for such

events and the discussions had kept him back so long that the early evening rush

hour was already underway.

‘I thought you had exams this week and next: what are you doing here?’ the

Professor asked.

Steve smiled and waited for a break in the traffic before the two men made a

dash for the other side of the road and headed away from the university.
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‘I’ve got a couple days between papers,’ Steve began, ‘and I saw your lecture

mentioned online. So I thought I’d see whether I could grab some R&R away

from the law books.’

‘It’s great to see you. I was hoping to get a chance to talk to you about how my

new book’s shaping up – there are a few ideas I’d like your thoughts on – but I

didn’t want to intrude on your studies.’

‘No problem,’ Steve laughed. ‘It’s a relief to get away from the textbooks for

once. You remember I said that law appealed to me so much because it’s real: it
gives me a chance to get to grips with real problems and make a difference?’

‘Yeah.’ The older man nodded, remembering his attempts a couple of years

earlier to talk Steve into post-doctoral work in education.

‘Well, all of that disappears when there’s a test to take’, Steve announced. ‘Law

exams are just as boring as the sociology exams at the OU.’

‘Sociology boring?’ The Professor feigned disgust but stopped in his tracks. The

two men gazed up at the building in front of them – the imposing Portland stone

structure of Senate House, the administrative centre of London University. The

tower loomed more than 200 feet into the air, its myriad windows reflecting the

setting sun in a dazzling show that for once made the structure less imposing than

usual. It is rumoured that Hitler selected the building as his London headquarters in

the event of an invasion. Fortunately, neither Hitler nor Oswald Mosley (the British

fascist leader also favoured the building) had the opportunity to move in. Now, with

the countless windows reflecting the sun, the tower looked almost magical.

‘Nice,’ Steve commented with deliberate understatement.

‘Nineteen eighty-four,’ said the Professor. Then, seeing Steve’s puzzled

expression, he explained, ‘During the war the building was used by the Ministry of

Information – the propaganda department. It’s said to have been the model for

Orwell’s “Ministry of Truth”: you know, the fictional government department that

peddled lies like “War is Peace”?’19

‘Doesn’t sound very fictional to me,’ Steve observed. ‘Which reminds me – I

want to ask you a question about the lecture you just gave. I think I’m missing

something.’

The Professor fixed his friend with a knowing stare and smiled. ‘That probably

means you think I’m missing something? Right?’

Steve smiled and indicated that they should take a left at the next street corner.

‘I’ll make you a deal, Prof: I’ll show you one of George Orwell’s favourite drinking

spots if you answer a couple of questions.’

The non-accidental nature of race inequality

‘First, I have to say that I really enjoyed your lecture,’ Steve began.

‘Now I know I’m in trouble,’ the Professor joked. ‘Cut to the chase.’

Steve ignored the interruption. ‘I loved the part about the non-accidental

nature of racism,’ he enthused. ‘I hadn’t heard that bit before.’ 

‘Ha! Well I do have a new idea every now and again you know,’ the Professor

joked. ‘I thought it was a nice way of introducing a complex set of arguments to an
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audience who didn’t necessarily have two degrees under their belt. The more I

looked at the idea, the more useful it became.’

‘Well, that’s what I want to talk to you about.’ Steve was suddenly very serious.

‘You ran through the evidence on lots of different race inequalities in education

and you said they were deliberate.’

‘No, I didn’t,’ the Professor interrupted. He knew that his friend’s legal training

was already shaping him into a formidable tactician in an argument and decided to

be careful about how his words were recalled. ‘I said they weren’t an accident.’

Steve looked at him quizzically, seeking an explanation of the difference

between a non-accident and a deliberate action.

‘Is this pub much further?’ the Professor complained. ‘If we sit down we can go

over my notes – they’re in my bag. I’d really welcome some feedback on the ideas

before I write them up.’

‘It’s just around the corner,’ Steve assured his friend. ‘So, something can be a

non-accident without being deliberate?’

A few minutes later, inside The Dog and Duck, the Professor bought the drinks

while Steve found a place to sit in the corner of the bar. The older man was amazed

that he’d never seen the place before. The main seating area was only big enough

to house around 20 people and the decor was an odd mix of aged timbers and

antique tiles dating back to 1897. As he paid for the round the Professor noticed a

sign indicating ‘The George Orwell Bar’ upstairs but, keen to return to the conver-

sation with his friend, he decided to investigate later.

The Professor made his way through the early evening crowd and placed the

drinks on the table. He fell into his chair with a sigh and began searching for his

lecture notes in the large old leather bag that was his constant companion.

Steve took a gulp of his beer and watched in gentle amusement while the

Professor flipped through the pages of his lecture. ‘Ah, here we are,’ the older man

exclaimed: ‘These patterns are not accidental: an accident would suggest that the

outcomes were somehow unpredictable and random, but these consequences were

wholly predictable.’

‘Absolutely,’ Steve agreed. ‘Years ago antiracists warned that increasing the use

of selection in schools would create even deeper race inequalities. Politicians claim

to be interested in “evidence-informed policy”.20 We give them lots of evidence –

from decades of research in the US and UK – but they still go ahead and time after

time a few years later they release official statistics that prove us right.21 And to

drive home your point,’ Steve continued, ‘you put up a slide showing a dictionary

definition.’

accident

Anything that happens without foresight or expectation; an unusual event,

which proceeds from some unknown cause, or is an unusual effect of a

known cause.

Oxford English Dictionary22
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The Professor nodded. ‘Antiracists aren’t psychic; we don’t have crystal balls that

predict the future. Numerous research projects show that if you ask teachers –

most of whom are White – to rank kids by some notion of ability or motivation,

you’re almost certain to get a disproportionate number of Black kids in the bottom

groups.’

‘Right, so it’s not an accident,’ Steve summarized. ‘The patterns of race

inequality are wholly predictable. The situation violates every aspect of that defi-

nition.’ He emphasized his speech by counting off each element on a newly raised

finger: 

‘One: it happens without foresight? No. We saw the inequalities coming and we

warned them.

‘Two: an unusual event or effect? Hardly: Bernard Coard highlighted this more

than 30 years ago and the same thing is still being documented in study after study.

The precise dynamics change but the outcomes are the same.23

‘Three: an unknown cause? Only unknown if you ignore the research, blindfold
yourself and stick your fingers in your ears. How many times do they need to be told

that White teachers see Black kids as more likely to cause trouble than excel in

class? All those countless studies show that – whatever the teachers tell themselves

– White teachers tend to be systematically more controlling and have lower expec-

tations of Black students?’24

‘Ah, but you’re missing an important element,’ the Professor interjected. ‘You

said it yourself: whatever the teachers tell themselves. I’m convinced that the vast

majority of White teachers genuinely don’t know they’re doing this.’

‘But, Professor,’ Steve protested, ‘the policymakers must know what they’re

doing when they ignore the warnings of antiracists. And teachers must know

what’s happening when they look at their school’s exam results and year after year

the same groups of kids are at the bottom – Black kids (boys and girls),25 and

Pakistani and Bangladeshi kids.’

‘That’s what I meant when I said it’s not a conspiracy,’ the Professor tried to

explain.

‘Okay,’ Steve interrupted, ‘I’ll get the next round of drinks while you find that

part of the lecture, because that’s what was worrying me.’

Racism, ignorance and the ‘motivated inattention’ of White people

The Professor found the relevant page of his notes long before Steve managed to

fight his way through the crowds and get served. To pass the time waiting, he

flicked through a bar menu and read that the pub boasted John Constable, Dante

Gabriel Rossetti and Madonna among its past and present customers. George

Orwell was such a fixture at one time that they named the upstairs bar for him.

The Professor wondered whether any of Orwell’s great works had taken shape in

the room that, even now, was bursting at the seams with the kind of diversity of

cultures, class background, fashion and accent that only Soho can blend into a

seamless mass of uncomfortable souls, all feeling too tightly packed in but having

too good a time to consider going anywhere else.
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‘Sorry for the delay,’ Steve apologized as he finally arrived with the drinks. ‘You

should see this place on Friday night.’

‘Cheers!’ The Professor raised his glass. ‘If Rossetti can put up with it, who are

we to complain?’

‘Rossetti? Is he Chelsea’s new winger?’ Steve joked as he raised his glass, but

before the conversation was fatally mauled by the intrusion of football, he swiftly

returned to his earlier thread. ‘So, you were saying it’s not a conspiracy?’

The Professor looked at his notes: ‘I said, “I want to make it clear that I don’t

think this is a deliberate conspiracy. It’s not a conspiracy; it’s worse than that!”’26

‘That’s the bit that threw me,’ Steve confessed. ‘I was chatting with some

people afterwards and they asked me what that meant and the more I tried to

explain, the more confused I became.’

The Professor was disappointed – he thought it was quite a striking line. ‘I was

trying to highlight how deeply rooted Whiteness is throughout the education

system. What I mean is that it’s not as simple as a conspiracy. If race inequality was

the result of a few Whites getting together and deciding to stick it to Black kids we

could expose the plot and do away with it. But there is no conscious plot; there

doesn’t need to be because White people learn to act and think in ways that have

exactly the same outcomes, but they do it almost automatically.’

Steve put his glass down but chewed his bottom lip, looking pensive. The

Professor continued, ‘There’s been an explosion of writing about Whiteness but

lots of it lacks any critical edge at all.’

Steve nodded. ‘I was talking to some people at law school about it and they just

had no conception of what I was talking about. One guy thought I was saying that

White people are an ethnic group with a separate culture.’

‘Yes, it’s very difficult,’ the Professor agreed, ‘to explain that Whiteness relates to

the ways of knowing and being, the assumptions and actions that characterize

White people in this racist society. Were they White?’

‘Yes,’ Steve nodded. ‘I find that White people are the only ones who have a hard

time imaging that Whites are anything other than normal people: it’s only Other
people who have ethnicity or race. Present company excepted.’ He winked at the

Professor, who accepted the compliment with a smile.

‘So what did you do?’ the Professor asked.

‘I told them about Peggy McIntosh’s paper, which lists all the ways that White

people gain from being White on a moment-by-moment basis and is about the

constant unrecognized privileges that they experience every single day.’ 27

‘Any luck?’ the Professor queried.

‘Not much,’ Steve laughed. ‘Even White middle-class law students have a hard

time thinking of themselves as privileged.’

‘I know what you mean,’ the Professor agreed, ‘and there’s the additional

problem with how some of the White privilege literature has developed. As if

White people gain all these advantages but remain innocent.’

‘Zeus Leonardo has a great line for that,’ Steve observed. ‘He says that privilege

“conjures up images of domination happening behind the backs of whites, rather

than on the backs of people of color”.’28
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‘I use Zeus’s work in a book outline I’m putting together,’ the Professor

revealed. ‘He’s absolutely right to say the term “privilege” doesn’t do justice to the

real scope and deep effects of White power. Zeus is very clear that he’s talking

about White racial domination – White Supremacy.’
‘Now there’s a term that raised a few eyebrows!’ Steve laughed.

The Professor smiled, remembering the conference when he first described the

English education system as based on White Supremacy: he was met with total

silence and later told by a White colleague that he must have ‘gone mad’.29

‘Do you have a note of that quote you used from Charles Mills?’ Steve asked,

pulling the Professor back from one of his stranger conference memories. ‘You

know, the one about White people and deception?’

The Professor delved into the chasm of his bag and fished out some back-

ground notes to the lecture. ‘Is this the one? Mills says that White Supremacy is

characterized by “pervasive patterns of not seeing and not knowing – structured

white ignorance, motivated inattention, self-deception, historical amnesia, and

moral rationalization”.’30

Steve nodded silently as he stared at his drink and slowly repeated the

quotation:

‘Pervasive patterns of not seeing and not knowing …

structured White ignorance …

motivated inattention …

self-deception …

historical amnesia …

moral rationalization.’

Steve looked at the Professor. ‘And you think it’s not a conspiracy?’

If it looks, feels and operates like a conspiracy…

There was a moment’s pause while the two men looked at each other. 

A barman reached across the table to collect their empty glasses and his

intrusion broke the silence. ‘One of the people who spoke to me after the lecture

raised the same point,’ the Professor began. ‘They said, “If race inequality isn’t an

accident, doesn’t that mean that it’s deliberate?” I explained that it’s not an

either/or question. It’s not that race inequality is either a complete accident or a

deliberate conspiracy. I’m not suggesting that policymakers and teachers sit

around at night trying to work out new ways of blaming Black kids for their own

failure and ensuring the continuation of the Black/White achievement gap. What

I’m trying to do is highlight the fact that these inequalities are structurally and

culturally patterned.’ The Professor was passionate about this and his voice grew a

little angry. ‘Black kids don’t just happen to be expelled more than every other

ethnic group, they don’t just happen to be over-represented in the lowest ranked

teaching groups, and they don’t just happen to be the kids most likely to be entered

for examinations where the highest pass grades are simply not allowed.’31
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The Professor drew a deep breath, then continued more quietly. ‘These patterns

reflect centuries of White racist domination. They reflect and strengthen assump-

tions that White people learn from the cradle and are topped up every time they

switch on a TV, read a newspaper or watch a movie.32 It’s by no means an accident.

But that doesn’t mean it’s a deliberate plot.’

Steve shifted in his seat. ‘I’m sorry but it still feels like we’re missing some-

thing,’ he said. ‘It’s more of a feeling than a clearly worked out idea. I mean it looks
like a conspiracy, it feels like a conspiracy and it has the effects of a conspiracy.

Doesn’t it?’

‘Yes and no,’ the Professor replied. ‘You see, a conspiracy sounds like a diabolical

plot – you know, a group of people meeting secretly in smoke-filled rooms.

Whiteness doesn’t work like that. You remember the quote from Delgado and

Stefancic about critical race theory being concerned with “business-as-usual”

forms of racism?33 The racism that is so accepted and normalized that merely to

name it as racism seems nonsensical to most Whites?’

‘Yes, I see that.’ Steve was still struggling to find the right way to express his

disquiet. ‘But a conspiracy doesn’t have to take that form, does it?’

‘Doesn’t it?’ The Professor was genuinely puzzled. ‘I’d say that a conspiracy

denotes a conscious decision between people to do harm to others, wouldn’t you?

It means there’s a plot.’

‘Maybe plot is the wrong word,’ Steve offered. ‘A plot definitely sounds like one

of those crazy blogs on the net. You know, the aliens are among us.’
‘Right,’ the Professor agreed.

‘But the first part of what you just said, that sounds exactly right.’

‘Wha – the first part of what?’ The Professor was losing track of the argument

as Steve tried to pull his thoughts together. The two men were by now the source

of disgruntled looks from several customers resentful at precious seating being

taken by people without a drink in hand. Unaware or unconcerned, the two

carried on their discussion.

‘You said a conspiracy was doing harm,’ Steve offered.

‘No,’ the Professor corrected, ‘I said it was a conscious decision between people

to do harm.’

‘Well, that’s what the evidence suggests.’ Steve was suddenly elated: the idea

was coming together. ‘We talked earlier about how policymakers use different

terms and arguments but, regardless of the superficial changes, decade after decade

they keep on generating policies that blame the victims and encourage schools to

do things that they know will harm Black kids.34 So they know what they are doing.’

Steve sounded triumphant. He, at least, was convinced.

‘But,’ the Professor added, ‘they don’t set out to hurt Black kids. There’s no

evidence that any of these policies are deliberately designed to sustain or worsen

race inequality.’

‘Well, no,’ Steve countered, ‘but you can’t prove it isn’t deliberate and, in any

case, that isn’t the point. We know for sure that they don’t worry about it when

they disregard antiracists’ warnings. Do you think they’d overlook a threat to

middle-class White interests?’

Introduction 11



There was silence while the Professor worked through the arguments again in

his head. Steve watched him expectantly. He wasn’t sure where this was going but

he was relieved that the Professor now seemed to share some of his misgiving.

‘Alright.’ The Professor began thinking out loud. ‘So even if policymakers don’t

set out to create race inequality they don’t care if it happens as a result of their

policies?’

‘Yes, it’s a conspiracy of … of …’ Steve searched for the right word. ‘A

conspiracy of omission.’

‘No,’ the Professor corrected, ‘it’s worse than that.’

‘What?’ Now it was Steve’s turn to be confused.

‘A conspiracy of omission suggests that they forgot to ask the question,’ the

Professor explained, ‘as if they didn’t think about race and so they were unprepared

for the racist outcomes. But they knew about the likely outcomes – or at least they

had plenty of people warning them. Activists, parents’ groups, academics – I even

know of civil servants who made similar warnings behind the scenes at quite

senior levels. Policymakers could have taken those warnings seriously and changed

the policies before they were announced – no need to lose face with the White

public and media.’

Steve sighed as he searched for a better term. ‘Errr … okay, a conspiracy of

apathy. They just don’t care.’

The Professor looked pained. ‘But apathy sounds too passive. Remember Zeus

Leonardo’s critique of White privilege: don’t lose sight of agency. This is harm

caused by the actions of policymakers and practitioners.’ 

‘Okay, I guess you were right after all,’ Steve offered. ‘Maybe conspiracy is the

wrong word.’

‘I’m not so sure.’ The Professor looked Steve square in the eye: he was deadly

serious.

Chapter by chapter

As the friends left The Dog and Duck and headed through the last of the rush hour

traffic towards the nearest tube station, the Professor suggested a way through

their conceptual deadlock. 

‘Let’s think about the conspiracy angle some more and come back to it,’ the

Professor offered. ‘You’ve got exams to worry about and I’ve got a book outline to

finish. Let’s meet up at the Muslim education conference next month? I assume

you’re planning to attend?’

‘Perfect,’ Steve agreed. ‘Now tell me about this new book of yours: how’s it

shaping up?’

As the two men picked their way through the crowds, the Professor began to

set out his ideas: ‘Well, my aim is to write the first thorough analysis of the English

education system using Critical Race Theory. I think CRT offers a powerful set of

tools that antiracists everywhere should be refining and using.’ 

‘That won’t go down well,’ Steve laughed. ‘The US isn’t very popular right

now and academics are especially sensitive to accusations of jumping on the latest
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bandwagon. Work from the States has even been called “cultural imperialism”.35

You know they’d much sooner be citing dead White men.’36

‘Well, I’ve never been known for my fashion sense,’ the Professor exclaimed

with a laugh.

The two men crossed the street to avoid a crowd that had gathered opposite

them: a side road had been cordoned off and was now providing entertainment to

at least a hundred sightseers, who were jostling to get to the front or craning their

necks to catch a glimpse of the parked vehicles and flashing lights further down the

road. Most locals just walked by. Steve looked at the crowds. ‘I wonder what they

think they’re looking at: movie set or global terrorism?’ 37

‘When you watch TV it’s sometimes hard to tell the difference: every one-

dimensional bad guy is suddenly from the Middle East,’ the Professor observed,

then continued to describe how he saw the chapters of his book developing. 

Critical Race Theory

‘First of all I’ll have to explain what Critical Race Theory is. Although it’s been

around for a few decades, it started in legal studies and has only really been a

presence in US education for a decade.’

‘And it’s still very much seen as a radical minority perspective,’ Steve interjected.

‘I’ve yet to see it listed in textbooks along with Marxism or Feminism as a major

school of thought – though it deserves the same status.’

‘I’ll need to explain its origins; discuss the key concepts – especially the central

focus on racism,’ the Professor continued. ‘I don’t think there’s anything in CRT

that a serious antiracist would have a problem with but the central focus on race

and racism will be pretty challenging for most readers.’

‘You’ll need to show that it’s still developing,’ Steve prompted. ‘I hate those

theory-by-numbers guides where all the complexity, subtlety and uncertainty is lost.’

‘Steady on, I do have a word limit you know,’ the Professor joked. ‘But yes, I’ll

try to explain that CRT isn’t a closed and finished doctrine, it’s very much alive and

changing. I’ll look at the issue of “intersectionality”; how CRT views the connec-

tions between race and other forms of exclusion, especially class.’

‘That’s vital,’ Steve agreed. ‘Every time I try to focus a discussion on race and

racism, the first thing I hear is, “What about class?”’

‘I know what you mean.’ The Professor nodded. ‘People often misrepresent

CRT as if it were saying that racism is the only thing we need to worry about. The

truth is that the best critical race theorists are passionate about other things too –

especially classism and sexism, but they refuse to have race sidelined as a kind of

afterthought.’

‘You know,’ Steve commented, ‘it never fails to amaze me how quickly you

White folk bridle against being treated as a race group. White people do it all the

time to others – they don’t flinch when they hear about research on Black kids, or

Muslims, but the moment someone says something critical about “Whites” the

whole world starts screaming about class and gender and every other kind of

division they can think of.’
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‘Not all of us,’ the Professor corrected with a smile.

‘True,’ Steve laughed. ‘It sounds like a sensible place to start, but won’t most

people skip that chapter? Theory sounds so boring.’

‘They might but I hope they’ll look at it. CRT’s so much more direct than most

approaches. I plan to use the Jean Charles de Menezes case to show racism is a

constant presence that can have literally murderous consequences.’

Steve shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe that an innocent man can be shot dead

on a commuter train and no-one – no-one – is prosecuted. Instead, there’s talk of

handing out medals!’ 

The Professor nodded. ‘I’m afraid that the War on Terror highlights Whiteness

at its most dangerous. It’s a theme that will keep re-emerging throughout the

book.’

‘Sounds like a powerful start,’ Steve smiled. ‘What’s next?’

Inequality, inequality, inequality

‘Do you know that if past trends continue, the Black/White achievement gap will

never close?’ the Professor asked his friend.

Steve stopped in his tracks and narrowly avoided being bumped by strangers

hurrying by. ‘Never? That’s a pretty big statement, Prof. You got the numbers to

back it up?’

‘I’m afraid so,’ the Professor replied. ‘I’ve been looking at how the Black/White

gap has fluctuated over the last 15 years or so. Unless there is a massive and

persistent change in the relative improvements of the different groups, unlike

anything we’ve seen before, there will always be a significant inequality of

achievement. It’s a case of what Daria Roithmayr calls locked-in inequality: the

inequalities are so big that they won’t close without serious dedicated action that

foregrounds race – and that’s not happening anytime soon.’38

‘But I keep seeing news stories that say the main under-achieving group are

White working-class boys and that all minorities are improving,’ Steve observed.

‘I’ll show how the White issue is created by focusing on a small minority of the

school population and that the politicians’ constant references to minority

improvement give a completely unrealistic spin to tiny yearly fluctuations. I call it

“Gap Talk” and it’s everywhere!’

‘Talk of gaps will get people arguing about how you measure inequality. I

remember that case where two people said the same statistics showed exactly

opposite findings,’ Steve laughed.39

‘I’ll explain that very carefully,’ the Professor sighed. ‘Is there any better way to

hide injustice than with statistics? On the other hand, I know that many people

need to see the numbers before they believe there’s a problem. So I’ll use a range of

official stats to painstakingly lay out the key inequalities between different groups.’

The two men stopped by a fish and chip shop and exchanged knowing glances.

Without further discussion they went inside, emerging a few minutes later to

continue their discussion between mouthfuls of fatty fried food – oblivious to the

damage to their health.
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Policy

‘Having documented the true extent of race inequality in English education,’ the

Professor continued, ‘the next logical step is to ask what policymakers have been

doing about it.’

‘Making it worse?’ Steve offered.

‘Pretty much,’ his companion agreed. ‘But, of course, they’ve done it in a

variety of ways. The key terms keep changing and there is a succession of small

projects and initiatives that they can highlight as evidence of their good-will.’

‘Meanwhile, the interests of White people are always central?’ Steve asked.

The Professor nodded. ‘And the so-called War on Terror has provided a

powerful spur to even more regressive moves. Despite ten years of a Labour

government supposedly committed to social justice, we now have the head of the

main equality body pronouncing that “multiculturalism” isn’t a useful term and

government ministers attacking Muslim women for choosing to wear the veil.’

‘That’s especially disgusting,’ Steve snapped – almost dropping his chips. ‘Tony

Blair pouring out his heart about the importance of fighting sex discrimination

while he supports new immigration rules that will make it harder for women to

enter the country to be with their husbands. And if they ever do get in, Gordon

Brown wants them to do community service!’

‘Gregg Beratan calls it transposition,’ the Professor replied. ‘You re-code racism

by presenting it as a concern for class- or gender equality.40 It’s a very effective

technique because it splits the opposition and allows policymakers to present

themselves as liberal and concerned while they actually propose measures that are

more and more regressive.’

‘There’s a lot of it about.’ Steve laughed sarcastically as he threw his empty chip

wrapper in a bin. ‘But it’s sometimes hard to see through the official rhetoric.

Despite all the attacks on the idea of multiculturalism, Labour still claim to

champion diversity.’

‘Yeah,’ the Professor agreed. ‘But there was a real change after 9/11. Policymakers

retained the rhetoric but it was a kind of cynical multiculturalism that put a liberal

veneer over moves that were really a return to the assimilationism of the past.’

‘And the gloves really came off after the London bombings in 2005,’ Steve added.

The Professor winced at the thought. ‘That’s when aggressive majoritarianism
took hold. Terms like “integration” and “cohesion” are now used to give licence to

whatever White people think is necessary.’

‘How did Tony Blair put it?’ Steve tried to recall the words. ‘“Tolerance …

makes Britain, Britain. So conform to it; or don’t come here.” Very tolerant!’

Assessment

‘The next chapter asks whether educational assessments merely report inequality,

in a neutral scientific fashion, or do they actually create it. It covers a lot of the

things we discussed earlier: selection, setting, tiered exams, tracking and “gifted

and talented” schemes.’
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‘That’s important,’ Steve noted, ‘but I hope you mention the Foundation Stage

Profile – you know, the new assessment for five-year-olds that took Black kids from

“above average” to “below average” almost overnight. That was a national

disgrace. I still can’t believe that a new system can be introduced with such devas-

tating effects and no-one in authority thinks there’s a problem.’

‘Don’t forget that under the new system White kids suddenly became the

highest achievers,’ the Professor reminded his friend. ‘Why would the education

department question a system that confirms what they’ve always believed?’

‘I remember when you first publicized what was happening,’ Steve recalled.

‘You made it the focus for a keynote lecture at a national conference41 and someone

in the audience – a man with an international reputation in the field – said that he’d

never really believed the earlier data showing Black kids as the highest achievers.’

‘I remember.’ The older man sighed. ‘Black success is literally inconceivable for

some people.’

Steve shook his head in disgust.

‘And what’s even worse,’ the Professor continued, ‘is that schools are using

these results more and more as if they indicate natural limits to kids’ capabilities.

Those results could condemn a generation of Black kids to even lower teacher

expectations, justified by reference to their supposedly lower ability.’
‘You should say something about IQ too,’ Steve suggested. ‘I know it sounds

old fashioned but I can’t believe how many people at my law school talk about

ability as if it’s printed on people’s genes.’

‘I hear the same thing in school staffrooms,’ the Professor nodded. ‘And you can

see the same assumptions written through education policy. It’s as if politicians

and teachers have simply substituted the word “ability” for how people used to

talk about “intelligence” in the 1940s and 1950s.’ 

‘I remember you called it “the new eugenics”’, Steve noted. 

‘Yes,’ the Professor recalled. ‘Several people have used the phrase and it accu-

rately points to the dangers.’

The two men stopped. Having reached their tube station, neither wanted to

end the conversation. ‘You going home?’ Steve asked.

‘I thought I’d go back to the office, answer a few emails,’ the Professor said with

a sigh. ‘I wonder what people did with themselves before there was email to worry

about?’

Steve laughed and made his friend an offer: ‘Tell you what. I’ll walk you back

on two conditions: first, you make me a cup of that disgusting instant coffee

you’re addicted to; and second, you let me tell you about some chapters I think

should be in the book.’

The Stephen Lawrence case

The crowds became thinner as the two men left Soho and headed towards the

university. Their conversation remained no less animated, and their words echoed

off the now empty buildings that they passed.

16 Racism and education



‘First,’ Steve explained, ‘you have to talk about the Stephen Lawrence case. I

don’t mean just describing it, I mean analysing it – focusing on the details of how

the Lawrence family were fought at every turn and how, even after a public inquiry

had vindicated them, Doreen Lawrence is still having to fight for justice.’

‘You’re right,’ the Professor agreed. ‘I was talking with some colleagues in the

States and they’d heard about the Lawrence case and the legal changes that followed

it; they assumed things were a lot better now. I had to explain that although official

inquiries had agreed that institutional racism saturates the system – in schools,

prisons, police stations, hospitals – very little has really changed as a result.’

Steve shook his head. ‘I have White friends at law school who tell me that the

Stephen Lawrence case shows how well the system works. They think it has

removed racism in the police force and the David Bennett Inquiry has solved

racism in the health service!’

‘What do you tell them?’ the Professor asked.

‘I try to explain that those inquiries only came about because Black men were

killed by White people in such disgusting circumstances that the state was forced

to acknowledge it; I tell them that the bereaved families fought for years to get the

inquiries; and I tell them that the reports highlighted the problem but that the

system has dragged its feet about actually doing anything.’ Steve took a deep

breath and sounded more optimistic as he said, ‘At least the Lawrence Inquiry

prompted changes in the law – I think there is still hope.’

The Professor looked at his friend and broke some terrible news: ‘There’s

always hope but even landmark victories aren’t secure. I just received details of

new Government proposals for a Single Equality Act,’ he said. ‘They want to

“modernize” equality legislation: all the Lawrence gains could be swept away.’

‘Send me the details,’ Steve said, suddenly energized. ‘We’ll need to protest

against this.’

‘I will,’ the Professor agreed as the two men entered the university lobby and

headed for the elevator. ‘But I’m afraid it’s following a familiar pattern. Derrick

Bell has written about “contradiction-closing cases”: individual cases where the

façade of a colour-blind world is ripped to sheds and so policymakers are forced to

take action. On the surface things appear to be changing but actually the changes

are slow, piecemeal and sometimes non-existent.’

Steve nodded. ‘We know that the education system has been among the least

active of all the public institutions covered by the post-Lawrence laws.’42

‘Yes,’ the Professor continued, ‘and once the heat has died down, the changes

that have been won come under fire. The new proposals would let schools decide

which equality measures are relevant to their circumstances and how much effort

it’s worth expending on them.’

Steve looked at him in disbelief.

Model minorities

As the two friends exited the elevator and headed down the darkened corridor the

younger man smiled at his mentor. ‘I know you’ll hate this, but you should write

Introduction 17



about model minority stereotypes.’ The Professor rolled his eyes but Steve

continued, ‘Every single time I’m involved in a protest against racism the first

question I’m asked by the media is, “How come Indians and Chinese do so well if

racism is as common as you say?”’

As he unlocked his door the Professor agreed. ‘I get the same thing at

conference after conference.’ He threw his bag across the room, where it landed

perfectly against his desk in its usual place, and he moved to turn on the kettle. ‘I

try to point out that White people have always had different stereotypes about

different minoritized groups and that those stereotypes work in different ways in

different contexts. Racism isn’t as simple as White people think.’

Steve gave a look that seemed to say ‘Tell me about it’.

The Professor stared at the kettle, willing it to boil. ‘I just get so tired of the

same question over and over again.’

‘That’s why you should address it directly,’ Steve said as he sat on one of the two

chairs next to a small coffee table entirely covered in papers and computer disks.

‘You should look at the research evidence about Indian and Chinese kids. Point out

the complexity of their situation. They do well in tests but there’s a growing

amount of research that shows they have a very difficult position in terms of urban

youth culture and the school playground.’

‘Sorry about the mess,’ the Professor said as he poured the promised cup of

coffee. ‘I think you’re right: there are serious problems if we look beneath the

model minority façade – the image works for Whites, they get to say “Look, we’re

not racist” – but I’m not sure who else benefits in the long run.’

‘It’s a fact that Indian and Chinese students face a great deal of racism but the

system assumes everything is fine because they tend to do well in exams,’ Steve

added.

‘I’m afraid that model minorities might be a disposable asset,’ the Professor

suggested and, seeing Steve’s puzzled expression, he explained. ‘I remember when

Montserratian kids were evacuated to the UK after a volcanic eruption in the

1990s. The news media were full of stories about how these kids from a Caribbean

island were years ahead of their English classmates. The stories were very patron-

izing – as if it were strange that a Caribbean island could educate its children so

well – and they also served as ammunition for attacks on the state-system in

England. But once the kids entered the system all the usual negative stereotypes

about Black kids were attached to them. They were treated disgracefully and their

attainment fell through the floor. It’s a tragic story and, of course, the media lost

all interest them.’

Steve nodded and sipped his coffee. He looked the Professor in the eye and

announced, ‘This is the worst cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted!’

WhiteWorld

Steve rose from his chair. ‘I’d better be getting back. I assume you’ll have a chapter

on Whiteness – exploring some of the issues we discussed earlier?’
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‘CRT has a very rich vein of work on Whiteness,’ the Professor agreed. ‘It’ll be

useful to explore how the War on Terror reveals some deeper truths about

Whiteness: how “normality” is defined by and for White people; how the terrorist

threat is used to justify violence – both symbolic and real – against minoritized

groups; and how the notion of “free speech” is used to silence minority voices

while giving free reign to White racists.’

‘Free speech?’ Steve queried. ‘At law school we’re drilled in how free speech is

essential to guarantee minority rights and expression.’

‘Are you also drilled in copyright, libel and laws against incitement to commit

murder? Those are all restrictions on free speech but it’s only when minoritized

people call for control of hate speech that suddenly we start hearing about prin-

ciples and rights of expression. I’m building up a picture of how different everyday

acts contribute to hate speech – say on national radio phone-ins that proclaim their

democratic function on the basis of audience interaction.’

‘That’ll upset a lot of people,’ Steve warned.

‘Exposing how Whiteness operates is one of the most important aspects of the

book,’ the Professor explained. ‘Cheryl Harris’s work on Whiteness as a property

right is very useful. She shows how one of the key aspects of Whiteness is the

absolute right to exclude.43 And you can see it on a day-to-day basis in how White

people act: from policymakers to phone-in contributors, White people feel free to

define minoritized people as untrustworthy, emotional and irrational.’

‘Whereas Whites are assumed to have no axe to grind,’ Steve added. ‘It sounds

like you have it all planned out. How on earth will you conclude such a wide-

ranging book?’

The Professor smiled. ‘Let’s discuss it after the Muslim education conference

next month?’

‘Great,’ Steve said as he pulled the door closed behind him. ‘See you there.’

Conclusion

Steve and the Professor will return in Chapter 9, where they review the main argu-

ments that I set out in the rest of this book and consider the nature of the racism

that patterns the education system. By beginning the book with a chronicle

discussion between two invented characters I have already introduced one of the

features of Critical Race Theory that is most strange to readers who are unfamiliar

with the approach. There is more to CRT, however, than adopting novel narrative

styles. In the following chapter I set out the key elements that form critical race

theory in education and explore some of the areas of controversy that set it apart

from other approaches.
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2 Critical Race Theory
A new approach to an old
problem

As I see it, critical race theory recognizes that revolutionizing a culture begins
with the radical assessment of it.

John O. Calmore1

Introduction

Critical Race Theory was first introduced into the field of education in the mid-

1990s.2 Interest in the approach has grown rapidly and CRT has been enthusiasti-

cally embraced by many educators, especially (but not exclusively) people of color.

Predictably, CRT has attracted critical comment on both sides of the Atlantic,

especially from those who feel that it gives undue attention to racism rather than

class divisions.3

In this chapter I set out the basic elements of CRT and explore its complex and

changing character. Having described its central theoretical tenets, I look at some

of the key conceptual tools that CRT scholars use (including storytelling, the

notion of interest convergence and the role assigned to understanding ‘Whiteness’

and White Supremacy). Finally, I consider areas where CRT is yet to arrive at an

agreed position, including questions of intersectionality (where racism cuts across

and interacts with other axes of oppression) and the vexed question of the relative

importance of race and class. One of the most attractive aspects of CRT is the

immediacy of its analysis, offering powerful insights into everyday issues and

conflicts. I begin, therefore, by reviewing an (in)famous case in recent British

history where CRT provides important ways of understanding the complex oper-

ation of race-thinking and its consequences.

‘Maybe things just happen that way’

The story of Jean Charles de Menezes

At around 9.30am on 22 July 2005 Jean Charles de Menezes, a 27-year-old

Brazilian national working as an electrician in London, left his apartment.4 The son

of a bricklayer, Jean Charles had previously hoped to move to the US but failed to

obtain the necessary visa. Like thousands of migrants before him, he chose the UK



as the next best option.5 He had quickly picked up a working understanding of the

language and was sending money home to his family. Ultimately, he planned to

return to Brazil and use his savings to settle in his home state of Minas Gerais.6

As he left for work Jean Charles was unaware that his apartment block was

being watched by police who believed that Hussain Osman was there. Mr Osman

was wanted in connection with one of four failed suicide bombings that had been

attempted in the city the day before.

As Jean Charles turned the corner towards his bus stop, a series of events was

already underway that, within the hour, would culminate in his death at the hands

of armed police and army officers. 

The surveillance team watching the block was using photographs of Osman as

a means of identifying the suspect if he left the building. One officer who saw Jean

Charles leave reportedly said that he ‘thought it would be worth someone else

having a look’, but there are no video tapes of the scene because at the time, the

officer claims, he was busy ‘relieving’ himself and could not switch on the camera.7

A leaked report later threw more light on the events and the officers’ thinking:

‘One of the clinching factors in the mistaken identification appears to have been

the fact that some of the officers agreed Mr de Menezes [sic] had the “same

Mongolian eyes” as one of the terror suspects.’8

A few streets from home Jean Charles caught the number 2 bus for a 15-minute

journey to the underground train (‘tube’) station at Stockwell. Despite the length

of the journey, no officers intercepted him and the Metropolitan Police have since

refused to explain the chain of command in operation nor have they revealed what

instructions, if any, were given during this time.9 Just over a year later the officer in

command of the operation was promoted to one of the most senior roles in the

force.10

At around 10am Jean Charles left the bus and made the short walk to the train

station. As he entered the station his movements were watched silently by a series

of closed circuit TV cameras (common to all underground stations). 

Later that day the chief of the Metropolitan Police, Britain’s highest ranking

police officer, would tell the news media that Jean Charles ‘was challenged and

refused to obey police instructions’.11 A police press briefing also spoke of Jean

Charles running from officers and wearing suspiciously heavy clothing; a possible

sign of carrying hidden explosives. This story remained unchallenged in public for

weeks. But the truth was quite different. A worker at the Independent Police

Complaints Commission (IPCC) later recalled her horror when she learned what

had actually happened inside the station: 

I thought that Jean Charles de Menezes’ suspicious behaviour was the reason

he was shot. Then we were given a bombshell briefing at work. We were told

he hadn’t vaulted over a ticket barrier and run down an escalator to escape

firearms officers, and that he hadn’t been wearing a bulky coat that could have

concealed explosives. In fact, he had strolled into Stockwell tube wearing a

denim jacket, picked up a free newspaper, then made his way down the esca-

lator to catch his train.12
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Carrying his free newspaper, Jean Charles boarded a train. The carriage was

unusually quiet for a weekday morning. Many commuters had chosen to avoid the

tube: just over two weeks ago more than 50 people had died when suicide

bombers struck three tube trains and a London bus during the morning rush hour.

Then, just the previous day, four identical attacks had been attempted but none of

the devices had detonated properly.

As he took his seat, Jean Charles was unaware that at least three surveillance

officers (all White men in plain clothes: codenamed Hotel 1, Hotel 3 and Hotel 9)

were on the train with him: Hotel 3 was seated just a couple of places along from

him; Hotel 9 stood by the open carriage door. According to leaked statements

from the officers, between 10 and 15 seconds after Jean Charles entered the train,

a group of firearms officers was seen on the platform outside. One of the officers

on board the train jammed the doors open with his foot and shouted ‘He’s here!’

and pointed at the suspect. Startled, Jean Charles stood up. Almost immediately

he was knocked back onto his seat as Hotel 3 threw himself onto him, wrapping

his arms around the innocent man so as to pin his arms by his sides. The officer

reported hearing shots close to his left ear and then being dragged away by a

colleague.13 In less than 30 seconds a total of 11 shots were fired: Jean Charles was

shot in the head seven times; another bullet passed through his shoulder; three

shots missed him entirely.14

Almost a year later the IPCC announced that no individual officers would face

a criminal prosecution. In fact, no firearms officer in Britain has ever been prose-

cuted for murder or manslaughter while on duty.15 The officers who killed Jean

Charles returned to their duties. Sir Ian Blair clung to his job as Britain’s most

senior police officer and responded to calls for his resignation as follows: 

I think there is a tendency in Britain at the moment to say that if something

goes wrong, somebody somewhere has to be to blame. Well actually, maybe

not. Maybe things just happen that way. Dreadful as they are, but things

happen with good intentions.16

Racism, identities and theory

Critical Race Theory is a relatively new, extremely challenging perspective on the

role of racism in contemporary ‘Western’ capitalist societies. It is not a Grand

Theory in the tradition of Marxism: CRT does not seek to explain all past social

history (though it does have some particular views on it) and it does not predict the

future (though it warns of some possible futures if we do not act quickly enough or

with sufficient energy). In this chapter I outline what CRT is and consider some of

the key tools and concerns that currently occupy critical race theorists. This is not

meant to be an exhaustive account; think of it as a kind of ‘primer’ – a conceptual

map that will help lay the groundwork for the rest of this book. 

CRT often uses stories and other unusual approaches as a way of throwing

issues into relief and helping people think Otherwise; hence, the earlier account of

Jean Charles de Menezes’s death. In relating the events my purpose is not to shock

22 Racism and education



– though the murderous outcome is truly shocking; rather, I want to raise some

issues that are central to CRT but which usually remain hidden from public gaze.

The events show how quickly understandings of race can be turned on their head;

how high the stakes are; who makes the decisions; and how quickly racist violence

is normalized.

People tend to think of race as relatively fixed but the Menezes case shows how

fluid race can be. Crucially, we see that these decisions are about power. I have

discussed the shooting with people from Central and South America who are clear

that Jean Charles was ‘White’ according to the dominant racialized perspectives in

their homelands. Contemporary social theory has a lot to say about how complex

and shifting people’s social identities can be, but here is a case that shows just how

quickly, and with what costs, identity can become fixed in the eye of aggressors: in

this instance White officers who saw Jean Charles as Other, as having ‘Mongolian

eyes’. But equally shocking as the killing itself is how quickly powerful voices (in

government, the police and the media) came to the rescue of the officers concerned. 

The day after leaked documents had begun to reveal the full background to the

shooting the Daily Express, a prominent conservative national newspaper,

published a front page dominated by two photographs that depict the faces of

Hussain Osman and Jean Charles de Menezes, labelled ‘SUSPECT’ and

‘VICTIM’ respectively (see Exhibit 2.1). The pictures were printed beneath the

headline ‘IT WAS JUST A TRAGIC MISTAKE’ and separated by a subheading in

underlined type: ‘Why the police should NEVER face murder charges over shot

Brazilian’.17 The juxtaposition of the two photographs is highly significant. By

placing the victim’s picture alongside that of the suspected bomber, the images

implicitly call upon the White racist stereotype that all non-Whites look alike.

Indeed, one of the country’s leading columnists, Richard Littlejohn, told his

readers (in Britain’s biggest selling daily newspaper The Sun) that Menezes ‘bore

an uncanny, unfortunate resemblance to the suspected suicide bomber’.18 Once

again the article used the same pictures of Menezes and Osman, this time placing

the images together over a background picture of the wrecked train in which the

majority of the ‘7/7’ victims died.

Much of the press followed a similarly strident line, arguing that although the

police had killed an innocent man, they had actually performed appropriately. A

former chief of the Metropolitan Police, now a member of the House of Lords and

adviser on international security to Gordon Brown (Tony Blair’s successor as

prime minister), described their actions as heroic and argued that far from facing

possible legal action, the officers ‘should get medals’.19 Melanie Phillips, another

leading columnist,20 went still further: not only defending the actions of the police

but insisting on the continued necessity of such a response: 

It is crucial, however, that the correct conclusions are drawn from this

appalling tragedy. The first and most important point is that the police

response to the threat they believed was posed at Stockwell station was

correct, and indeed was the only action they could responsibly have taken.21
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The killing on the tube train was the tip of a much larger iceberg of intimidation

and hate crime happening at the time. There was a 600 per cent increase in

reported ‘religious hate crime’ in the weeks following the first London bombs and

this is likely to be a significant under-estimate of the true level of harassment and

violence.22 Shekhar Bhatia, a respected South Asian journalist, has written of the

widespread unexpected but deep impact on almost every ‘Asian’ he knows: 
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Even a BNP [British National Party] member spitting in my face as I inter-

viewed him did not hurt like this. At least that is what I expected of him. My

story is not unique. Friends ranging from some of Britain’s biggest Asian

show-business names to the bearded Muslim who runs the newspaper kiosk

outside Leytonstone station tell me they have been abused, accused and

shunned. The newspaper seller, who often bores me in his cockney accent

about the achievements of Arsenal, cannot understand why customers who

used to greet him, now choose to humiliate him, simply because he wears a

religious cap and has a beard. It is a commonly known fact that none of the

bombers wore religious clothing and some even tried to deflect their plans by

wearing an England shirt and a New York shirt. Another Asian friend, who

works for a national newspaper, has been stopped by police outside a tube

station merely for looking at them.

He protested that he was not a Muslim, but they still searched his bag and

made no apologies for holding him up. ‘Good job, I wasn’t late for work and

running from the tube. I was in a state of shock all morning’ he told me.

Nearly every Asian I come into contact with, has a story to tell of how life has

changed since 7/7 and July 21st.23

As you will see, these events – although shocking – are not only intelligible within

a CRT framework, in some ways they are actually predictable.

Critical Race Theory: its origins and promise

Critical Race Theorists put forward novel readings of a hidden past that disclose
the flagrant shortcomings of the treacherous present in the light of unrealized –
though not unrealizable – possibilities for human freedom and equality.

Cornel West24

CRT has its roots in US legal scholarship where it began as a radical alternative to

dominant perspectives, not only the conservative ‘mainstream’ but also the osten-

sibly radical tradition of critical legal studies which, in the words of Cornel West,

‘“deconstructed” liberalism, yet seldom addressed the role of deep-seated racism in

American life’.25 Frustration with the silence on racism prompted CRT scholars to

foreground race and to challenge not only the foci of existing analyses, but also the

methods and forms of argumentation that were considered legitimate.26 Derrick

Bell is usually credited for coining the term ‘Critical Race Theory’ and his writings

continue to shape the field. Other foundational legal CRT scholars include

Kimberlé Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, Alan Freeman, Angela Harris, Charles

Lawrence, Mari Matsuda and Patricia Williams.27 As Kimberlé Crenshaw and her

colleagues observe: 

Critical Race Theory embraces a movement of left scholars, most of them

scholars of color, situated in law schools, whose work challenges the ways in
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which race and racial power are constructed and represented in American

legal culture and, more generally, in American society as a whole.28

Although CRT’s detractors, on both left and right, often portray it as a monolithic

and dogmatic approach, the truth is very different. Not only is CRT constantly

developing but it has already spawned a number of important off-shoots, each

with a core of influential writers developing a distinctive approach. Examples

include Latino/a Critical Race Theory (LatCrit), Queer-Crit and Critical Race

Feminism.29 These ‘spin off movements’ retain a constructive relationship to legal

CRT and there is a mutual benefit from the dialogue that occurs.30

In 1995 an article by Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate, in the Teachers
College Record, set out the first steps towards applying CRT to the field of

education.31 Both authors have subsequently developed their views32 and a new

wave of radical educators has begun to take the perspective forward in novel ways,

in relation to different issues and focusing on an increasing range of minoritized

groups.33

CRT does not offer a finished set of propositions that claim to explain all

current situations and predict what will occur under a certain set of conditions;

rather, it is a set of interrelated observations about the significance of racism and

how it operates in contemporary Western society, especially the US. In fact, the

vast majority of CRT focuses exclusively on the US. There is no reason, however,

why its underlying assumptions and insights cannot be transferred usefully to

other (post-) industrial societies such as the UK, Europe and Australasia. Indeed,

every chapter of this book is shaped and informed by CRT. It is important,

however, to recognize that CRT is very much a work in progress: CRT is neither

dogmatic, exclusionary nor inflexible: ‘there is no canonical set of doctrines or

methodologies to which we all subscribe’.34

As with British antiracism, there is no single, unchanging statement of what

CRT believes or suggests. William Tate captures the dynamic of CRT when he

describes it as ‘an iterative project of scholarship and social justice’: hence, CRT is

constantly developing and involves a reciprocal dialogue between scholarship and

activism.35 David Stovall argues that activism is an essential component of CRT

that ‘challenges scholars to “spend less time on abstract theorizing and more time

on actual community based anti-subordination practice”’.36

CRT complements much of the work that critical antiracists have pursued in

places like Britain and Australia but also offers an advance on current antiracist

perspectives for a number of reasons, not least its greater clarity about the devel-

opment and application of key concepts.37 There is a series of thematic elements

(perspectives and insights) that can be taken as largely representative of a

distinctive CRT position; in this sense CRT is more systematic than traditional

antiracist approaches, which have tended to be reactive and to shy away from

systematizing an approach to theory and policy.38

CRT has also developed a number of more specific methodological and

conceptual tools; these are often used by CRT scholars but their use is neither

sufficient nor necessary to identify research as part of the CRT tradition. This
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distinction, between defining elements and conceptual tools, is used here as a

heuristic device – a kind of shorthand – meant to help clarify thinking about the

‘shape’ of CRT as an approach. I have found this useful in discussions with

colleagues and students, but it is by no means a fixed picture.39 As more writers

add to the tradition, and priorities alter, it is likely that certain features may change

in status, or disappear, while new aspects might be added. For the time being,

however, this is a useful strategy that builds on a wide range of existing

approaches. For the sake of clarity, therefore, in this chapter I outline these

elements and tools separately, although their use and interpretation in the liter-

ature necessarily relies on a great deal of mutual citation and application.

CRT: some defining elements

Racism

The starting point for CRT is a focus on racism; in particular, its central impor-

tance in society and its routine (often unrecognized) character. Delgado and

Stefancic state: 

CRT begins with a number of basic insights. One is that racism is normal, not

aberrant, in American society. Because racism is an ingrained feature of our

landscape, it looks ordinary and natural to persons in the culture. Formal

equal opportunity – rules and laws that insist on treating blacks and whites

(for example) alike – can thus remedy only the more extreme and shocking

forms of injustice, the ones that do stand out. It can do little about the

business-as-usual forms of racism that people of color confront every day and

that account for much misery, alienation, and despair.40

CRT argues that racism is ‘endemic in US society, deeply ingrained legally, culturally,

and even psychologically’.41 It is vital to note that the term ‘racism’ is used not only

in relation to crude, obvious acts of race hatred but also in relation to the more subtle

and hidden operations of power that have the effect of disadvantaging one or more

minority ethnic groups. This is a more radical approach than many liberal multicul-

turalists are comfortable with. Nevertheless, it is an approach that is in keeping with

recent developments, not only in the academy, but also in British legal approaches to

racism and race inequality.42 This reflects the long history of antiracist struggle and

the attempt to broaden the approach to examine institutional racism that operates

through subtle, sometimes unintended processes, expectations, assumptions and

practices. As Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton observed decades ago, in

what is widely credited as the first attempt to define the term: 

institutional racism … is less overt, far more subtle, less identifiable in terms

of specific individuals committing the acts. But it is no less destructive of

human life. [It] originates in the operation of established and respected forces

in the society, and thus receives far less public condemnation.43
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The last part of this quotation is highly significant: institutional racism ‘originates in

the operation of established and respected forces in the society’ (emphasis added). This

is vital because CRT amounts to more than a perspective on institutional racism: it

involves a critical perspective on the nature of politics and society in general. 

CRT’s focus on racism as a central feature of contemporary society has been

widely misrepresented and misunderstood, and so it is worth taking a moment to

clarify a couple of points in relation to the notion of ‘race’. Delgado and Stefancic

argue: 

The ‘social construction’ thesis holds that race and races are products of social

thought and relations. Not objective, inherent, or fixed, they correspond to

no biological or genetic reality; rather, races are categories that society

invents, manipulates, or retires when convenient.44

This perspective echoes the dominant position within the social sciences where

most writers agree that ‘race’ has no objective biological meaning.45 Nevertheless,

the continued influence of race-thinking means that critics need to engage with the

notion of ‘social race’, i.e. race as a shifting and complex social construct. Indeed,

as David Mason argues, the social relationships and structural positions that

explain the continued use of the term ‘race’ in everyday society in fact presume the

existence of racism.46 There is an extensive literature on how the meaning and use

of ‘race’ shifts over time, including studies of how particular groups have been

defined differently according to their location at certain historical and political

moments, the Whitening of the Irish being the best known example.47 Any

suggestion that CRT necessarily essentializes ‘race’ or engages in mere ‘identity

politics’ is, therefore, both crude and over-stated.48

Critique of liberalism

Although CRT uses the language of ‘race’, it is a thoroughly critical perspective

that seeks relentlessly to get beneath the rhetoric of legal and public policy debates

to expose the material racist inequities that are created and sustained behind an

inclusive and progressive façade. For example, among further defining features

that William Tate identifies are: 

CRT reinterprets civil rights law in light of its limitations, illustrating that

laws to remedy racial inequality are often undermined before they can be fully

implemented.49

CRT portrays dominant legal claims of neutrality, objectivity, color blindness,

and meritocracy as camouflages for the self-interest of powerful entities of

society.50

Both of these positions are examined in subsequent parts of this book: in

particular, Chapter 6 shows how the seemingly radical moves that followed the
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Stephen Lawrence Inquiry have been gradually undermined and redefined in the

years that followed. Chapters 4 and 5 show how policies that are presented as ‘best

practice’ for all students, or as purely technical matters, actually serve the interests

of particular groups and are predicated on an assumption that, as a group, the

welfare of White students must always be assured.

These perspectives, of course, are not unique to those identifying with CRT.

Indeed, as Tate notes, CRT ‘borrows’ from numerous traditions and is frequently

characterized by a readiness to cross epistemological boundaries. This theoretical

eclecticism is so strong that Tate includes it as one of his key characteristics of the

approach.51 Similarly Tara Yosso and her colleagues describe CRT as a ‘transdisci-

plinary perspective’.52 As Delgado and Stefancic note, the most important thing is

how these various insights are brought together in new and challenging ways.53

Revisionist critique of civil rights laws

CRT analyses raise deeply troubling questions. Indeed, CRT is frequently misin-

terpreted as taking a dismissive stance on the advances achieved by the civil rights

movement in the US, advances achieved at enormous human cost. This criticism,

however, misreads CRT. As Kimberlé Crenshaw and her colleagues argue: 

Our opposition to traditional civil rights discourse is neither a criticism of the

civil rights movement nor an attempt to diminish its significance … we draw

much of our inspiration and sense of direction from that courageous, brilliantly

conceived, spiritually inspired, and ultimately transformative mass action.54

CRT’s critique of liberalism springs from its understanding of racism (as wide

ranging, often hidden and commonplace) and its frustration with the inability of

traditional legal discourse to address anything except the most obvious and crude

versions of racism. As already noted, CRT’s principal concern is with ‘the

business-as-usual forms of racism’ that are ‘normal’ and ingrained in the fabric of

US society.55 CRT not only criticizes the inability of traditional legal doctrine to

deal with such complex and comprehensive racism, it goes further, by viewing

mainstream legal assumptions as one of the prime means by which such a critical

perspective is denied legitimacy and the status quo is defended as illustrated by

Crenshaw et al.:

Racial justice was embraced in the American mainstream in terms that

excluded radical or fundamental challenges to status quo institutional prac-

tices in American society by treating the exercise of racial power as rare and

aberrational rather than as systemic and ingrained. … [This perspective]

conceived racism as an intentional, albeit irrational, deviation by a conscious

wrongdoer from otherwise neutral, rational, and just ways of distributing

jobs, power, prestige, and wealth. … [L]iberal race reform thus served to

legitimize the basic myths of American meritocracy.56
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CRT’s criticisms of meritocracy, and related notions such as objectivity and colour-

blindness, are not a rejection of them in principle but a criticism of their raced

effects in practice. It is simply and demonstrably the case that these notions, despite

their apparent concern for equity and justice, currently operate as a mechanism by

which particular groups are excluded from the mainstream (in relation to legal

redress, employment and educational opportunities). For example, arguments

about the possibility of neutrality and objectivity in social research are well

rehearsed. There is neither space, nor need, to go over that ground again here;

suffice it to say that debates about the standard of ‘proof ’ required of antiracist

research in the UK echo precisely the same kinds of attack that have focused on

critical race scholarship in the US, where deeply conservative and regressive

perspectives masquerade as a concern for ‘objectivity’ and ‘standards of

evidence’.57 By claiming their own position as the only respectable scientific

and/or rational stance, for example, traditionalists close down the possibility for

critical analyses because the very terms of debate are stacked against all but the

most limited and conservative viewpoints.58

Call to context: the importance of experiential knowledge

William Tate concludes his review of the ‘defining elements’ of CRT by noting that

the approach ‘challenges ahistoricism and insists on a contextual/historical exami-

nation of the law and a recognition of the experiential knowledge of people of

color’.59 This relates to what Richard Delgado terms the ‘call to context’; an insis-

tence on the importance of context and the detail of the lived experience of minori-

tized people as a defence against the colour-blind and sanitized analyses generated

by universalistic discourses. In relation to the legal roots of CRT, the call to context

is essential to understand the full background to any major dispute or issue. For

example, even something as seemingly simple and obvious as a speeding violation

might be rethought if the contextual information revealed that the speeding

vehicle was an ambulance. Sociologically, of course, ethnographic and other forms

of qualitative research already take for granted the need to understand the view-

points and experiences of multiple actors as an essential step in making sense of the

social world. Not because of any sentimental attachment to the ‘under-dog’

position (as Howard Becker is frequently assumed to have argued) but actually as

a recognition that people in different social locations have different perspectives

and understandings. In interview Becker explained: 

[E]very analysis of a hierarchical situation must contain explicitly or implicitly

some proposition, some empirical proposition about how the subordinates

view things … they, after all, know more about certain things than the people

above them. … I systematically question as a routine matter whether the

people who run any organization know anything about it. I don’t say they

don’t, I just say it’s a question … it’s not that you do that for political motives

you do it for scientific ones. But it has political consequence and the political

consequence is almost invariably in the direction of anti-establishment.60
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Antiracism (in Britain and elsewhere) has long emphasized the need to build upon

and respect the viewpoints and experiences of minoritized groups.61 This approach

not only adds essential data and perspective, it can offer a fundamental challenge

to the ‘common sense’ assumptions through which so much racism operates and

the mechanisms by which it is legitimized. Several scholars have written, for

example, of the heated, and sometimes emotional, exchanges that occur when the

silence about White racism is challenged in university classrooms.62 The exchanges

by no means guarantee an equitable outcome, but they dramatically highlight the

ways in which notions of ‘validity’ and ‘objectivity’ operate in racialized ways.

They also draw attention to the human scale of issues that are too often reduced to

an apparently technical level in academic discussion. In a recent class, for example,

I was exploring institutional racism and criticisms of ‘Whiteness’ with a large and

diverse group of adult learners, most of them experienced school-teachers. After a

long exchange with a White teacher, who vehemently disagreed with my interpre-

tation of some particularly damning statistics on race inequality, a Black woman

intervened to draw attention to the consequences of her White peer’s apparently

technical argument: 

I’m really sick and tired of sitting in class and listening to people tell me that

it’s not about race. My children get it. I get it every day – at school, here, in the

supermarket, everywhere. How dare you sit there and tell me that I’m wrong

and that you don’t believe the statistics. Don’t you believe me?

CRT: some conceptual and methodological tools

It is highly significant that CRT scholars have been reluctant to identify a rigid set

of unchanging theoretical tenets and would rather talk of ‘basic insights’63 or

‘defining elements’.64 This reflects CRT’s recognition of the changing and complex

character of race/racism and its opposition in contemporary society. Nevertheless,

as CRT grows, so the range and sophistication of its conceptual toolbox becomes

clearer. In particular, concepts which have, in the past, been seen as definitively

‘CRT’ in nature, may now be viewed as tools rather than defining tenets. These are

lines of analysis that often appear centrally in CRT treatments but whose presence

does not necessarily signify a conscious appeal to CRT.

Storytelling and counter-storytelling

A particularly striking aspect of some CRT is the use of storytelling and counter-

storytelling. Here myths, assumptions and received wisdoms can be questioned by

shifting the grounds of debate or presenting analyses in ways that turn dominant

assumptions on their head. Of course, auto/biography and the use of narrative

have long characterized many minoritized cultures. In addition, in the European

academy such approaches are already well established in feminist work, perhaps

seen at its most powerful in écriture féminine.65
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CRT storytelling takes many different forms, from imagined episodes, conversa-

tions and debates – often called ‘chronicles’ – through to fully fledged stories and

book-length exercises, that develop numerous critical analyses as the characters move

through both mundane and extraordinary events.66 As Gloria Ladson-Billings has

argued, these narratives are neither frivolous nor fanciful. Most CRT stories are

heavily referenced, making clear the real-world truths behind the accessible style: 

CRT scholars are not making up stories – they are constructing narratives out of

the historical, socio-cultural and political realities of their lives and those of people

of color. The job of the chronicle is to give readers a context for understanding the

way inequity manifests in policy, practice, and people’s experiences.67

I return to the issue of storytelling and its analytic force later in this chapter in

relation to Derrick Bell’s story of the Space Traders and the current ‘War on Terror’.

Interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases

Derrick Bell is generally credited with coining the concept of ‘interest convergence’

in a paper in the Harvard Law Review.68 This notion proposes that ‘white elites will

tolerate or encourage racial advances for blacks only when such advances also

promote white self-interest’.69 It is a concept that has been especially important, for

example, in understanding the history of Affirmative Action in the US; a policy that

superficially privileges Black interests but whose principal beneficiaries (in terms of

numbers benefiting from Affirmative Action hiring policies) have been White

women.70 Similarly, it has been argued that the famous Brown decision on the de-

segregation of US public schooling – when the Supreme Court ruled against the

‘separate but equal’ doctrine – owed a great deal to Cold War politics and the need to

protect the US’s image overseas, especially as it competed with the Soviet Union for

influence in Africa.71 More recently, for example, a Supreme Court decision on

Affirmative Action is widely thought to have been swayed by representations that

linked the policy to national security by arguing that without Black officers

(promoted via Affirmative Action) the US forces could become unmanageable.72

It has been argued that interest convergence offers a strategy for making further

equity gains in the future, if such strides can be viewed as necessary for the long

term interests of Whites. It is important to note, however, that interest conver-

gence is not simply about a bargaining process – as if minoritized groups are in a

position to negotiate with Whites on an equal footing. When changes like the

Brown decision occur they are not gifted by a benign power; rather, they happen as

the very least that White interests view as necessary to safeguard their position. 

A related concept, which is less well known but equally powerful, is the idea of

the contradiction-closing case. Again, initially coined by Derrick Bell, a contra-

diction-closing case is identified in those situations where an inequity becomes so

visible and/or so large that the present situation threatens to become unsus-

tainable. Bell argues that such cases ‘serve as a shield against excesses in the exercise

of white power, yet they bring no real change in the status of blacks’.73
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Herein lies one of the dangers of relying on interest convergence alone as a

change strategy. While landmark cases may appear to advance the cause of justice,

in reality there is often foot-dragging at every stage. Meanwhile, conservative

opponents re-double their efforts and overall little or nothing changes; except, as

Richard Delgado notes, that the landmark case becomes a rhetorical weapon to be

used against further claims in the future: 

Contradiction-closing cases … allow business as usual to go on even more

smoothly than before, because now we can point to the exceptional case and

say, ‘See, our system is really fair and just. See what we just did for minorities

or the poor.’74

Once again, the Brown desegregation case offers a powerful example of this

concept. More than half a century has passed since the Brown decision and yet

‘[t]oday more African Americans attend segregated schools than they did when

Brown v. Board of Education was decided’.75

Interest convergence and the related notion of contradiction-closing cases,

therefore, offer a critical perspective on those apparently exceptional instances

where major advances occur in race equity nationally. These concepts help explain

how such instances occur and highlight the need for vigilance in ensuring that

apparent victories are not recolonized by racist forces. For an application of this

idea to the UK see Chapter 6.

Critical White studies and White Supremacy

A poor rural Mississippi ‘white’ man was asked by a New Orleans newspaper
reporter, ‘What is white?’ After musing for a little while, the man responded,
‘Well, I don’t know a lot about that. But, I’ll tell you one thing … it’s not black!’

Bruce R. Hare76

As Rosa Hernandez Sheets has argued, focusing on White people (their sense of

self, their interests and concerns) has become such a fashionable pastime within

parts of the US academy that there is a danger of Whiteness studies colonizing and

further de-radicalizing multicultural education.77 However, the field is extremely

wide and increasingly includes important scholarship that exposes the shifting and

exploitative bases upon which ‘Whiteness’ is constructed and legitimized.78

Whiteness and White people

‘Whiteness’ is a racial discourse, whereas the category ‘white people’ represents
a socially constructed identity, usually based on skin colour.

Zeus Leonardo79

Critical scholarship on Whiteness is not an assault on White people per se; it is an

assault on the socially constructed and constantly reinforced power of White  iden-

tifications and interests.80 What Alastair Bonnett names ‘so-called “White” people’81

Critical Race Theory 33



do not necessarily reinforce Whiteness any more than heterosexual people are

necessarily homophobic, or men are necessarily sexist. However, these analogies are

useful because they highlight the social forces that recreate and extend the kinds of

unthinking assumptions and actions which mean that most heterosexuals are
homophobic and most men are sexist. It is possible for White people to take a real

and active role in deconstructing Whiteness but such ‘race traitors’82 are relatively

uncommon and the power of White identifications and interests is such that White

antiracists must constantly interrogate their actions and locations. As Derrick Bell

notes, White authors tend to receive greater rewards and recognition, even when

they are repeating analyses made elsewhere by scholars of color.83 Nevertheless, as

David Stovall argues, if CRT takes seriously the importance of experiential

knowledge, then White-identified people have a responsibility not only to reject

their own raced privilege but to help inform critical interventions, making use of

their ‘insider’ knowledge: 

Whites should be included in the focus on White privilege in that the respon-

sibility in educating other Whites rests heavily with them. Their experiential

knowledge of the construct enables them to unpack the intricate and subtle

functions of White privilege and its various rationales.84

This focus on Whiteness is a frequent cause of alarm. In particular, it is interesting

that academics – especially White ones – who are happy to talk in broad terms

about other social groups become especially concerned about the dangers of

homogenizing White people. Indeed, even within the ranks of those scholars who

focus on race/racism, there are many who argue that it is too simplistic to use a

single category of White to capture such complex relations and actions. But this

misreads both the intent and practice of CRT. The emphasis in CRT is on the

shared power and dominance of White interests. All White-identified people are
implicated in these relations but they are not all active in identical ways and they do not

all draw similar benefits – but they do all benefit, whether they like it or not.
For example, it has been argued that the existence of categories such as ‘White

trash’ demonstrates that racialized exclusion can operate against White-identified

people, especially through class cultural mechanisms.85 But as Philip Howard

notes: ‘The presence of the adjective “white” serves to distinguish the people it

targets from other kinds of “trash” who are implicitly assumed to be non-white.’86

And so, even with the most extreme forms of poverty and exclusion, Whiteness

matters. CRT does not assume that all White people are the same – that would be

ludicrous; but CRT does argue that all White people are implicated in White

Supremacy.

White Supremacy

Although Critical Race scholarship differs in object, argument, accent, and
emphasis, it is nevertheless unified by two common interests. The first is to
understand how a regime of white supremacy and its subordination of people
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of color have been created and maintained … The second is a desire not merely
to understand the vexed bond between law and racial power but to change it. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, Neil Gotanda, Gary Peller and Kendall Thomas 87

Whiteness studies is a growing area but, in relation to CRT, it is the nature of the

questions and analyses that are important. It is insufficient merely to state a

concern with how Whiteness is organized and understood. What matters for CRT

is the deeply critical and radical nature of the questioning. A popular element in a

great deal of writing on Whiteness concerns the notion of ‘White privilege’ which

frequently equates to an understanding of the multitude of ways in which White-

identified people enjoy countless, often unrecognized, advantages in their daily

lives. Peggy McIntosh states: 

I have come to see white privilege as an invisible package of unearned assets

that I can count on cashing in each day, but about which I was ‘meant’ to

remain oblivious. White privilege is like an invisible weightless knapsack of

special provisions, assurances, tools, maps, guides, codebooks, passports,

visas, clothes, compass, emergency gear, and blank checks.88

McIntosh famously listed 50 privileges that accrue from being identified as White,

ranging from the ability to shop without the threat of being followed by security

personnel, to the possibility of living free from harassment and the option to act

however you choose without being seen as emblematic of an entire racial group.

This important work has proved useful to many critical educators trying to raise

the consciousness of their students but, as Zeus Leonardo argues, there has been a

tendency for talk of ‘privilege’ to mask the structures and actions of domination

that make possible, and sustain, White racial hegemony: 

[T]he theme of privilege obscures the subject of domination, or the agent of

actions, because the situation is described as happening almost without the

knowledge of whites. It conjures up images of domination happening behind

the backs of whites, rather than on the backs of people of color. The study of

white privilege begins to take on an image of domination without agents.89

In addition, work on Whiteness has not always retained a critical sense of reflex-

ivity and, as Michael Apple has argued, can ‘become one more excuse to recenter

dominant voices’ by subverting a critical analysis and substituting an argument

along the lines of ‘but enough about you, let me tell you about me’.90

It is in this sense that many critics, especially those working within CRT, talk of

White Supremacy. In these analyses, White Supremacy is not only, nor indeed

primarily, associated with relatively small and extreme political movements that

openly mobilize on the basis of race hatred (important and dangerous though such

groups are); rather, supremacy is seen to relate to the operation of forces that

saturate the everyday mundane actions and policies that shape the world in the

interests of White people. Frances Lee Ansley states:
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[By] ‘white supremacy’ I do not mean to allude only to the self-conscious

racism of white supremacist hate groups. I refer instead to a political,

economic, and cultural system in which whites overwhelmingly control

power and material resources, conscious and unconscious ideas of white supe-

riority and entitlement are widespread, and relations of white dominance and

non-white subordination are daily reenacted across a broad array of institu-

tions and social settings.91

Some critical race scholars argue that White Supremacy, understood in this way, is

as central to CRT as the notion of capitalism is to Marxist theory and patriarchy to

Feminism.92

The question of White power – of racial domination by White people – is

central to this book: indeed, every chapter adds to the analysis of how educational

inequities are shaped and legitimated by the assumptions, interests and actions of

White people. It is a question that takes centre stage in Chapter 8 and, of course,

offers the core focus for the question of racism operating as a conspiracy across the

educational system. 

CRT: continuing debates and unresolved issues

I have noted repeatedly that CRT is very much a perspective in its formative

stages. Each of the key elements and concepts noted previously continues to evolve

as it is applied in new situations by an array of writers who bring different experi-

ences and preoccupations to bear. Not surprisingly, this makes for a good deal of

internal debate within CRT which, for the most part, has so far escaped the kinds

of self-referential and patronizing theory-wars that have distorted social science

scholarship in many parts of the academy. In this section, therefore, I wish to

briefly highlight some of the continuing areas of dispute and development, where

CRT has yet to establish a unified position but where further analysis and work

continue to advance our understanding of the creation and defence of race

inequity in society.

Intersectionality

Although the word ‘race’ is in its title, CRT involves more than an unswerving

focus on race and racism. Detractors frequently misrepresent CRT as arguing that

race and racism must always be the key issue in any analysis but this is simply

untrue. Critical race theorists often focus on how racism works with, against and

through additional axes of differentiation including class, gender, sexuality and

disability. This concern with ‘intersectionality’ is especially strong in Critical Race

Feminism.93 Indeed, Avtar Brah and Ann Phoenix argue that intersectionality

itself can provide a useful focus that offers numerous advances on current single-

issue thinking.94

The multiple and changing interactions between racism and other axes of

oppression is a complex area. Hopefully, as more researchers add to the body of CRT
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scholarship, new aspects of intersectionality will emerge. There is a danger, however,

that some writers might simply use the idea of intersectionality as an alternative to

seriously considering some of these issues; as a kind of ‘mantra’ that signposts a need

for further work but does not actually engage the issues.95 The mantra-like citation of

intersectionality as an excuse to dodge difficult questions is something that many

scholars will recognize from conference presentations and it is a serious issue that

needs to be addressed. However, it is by no means limited to CRT: several years ago,

the late Barry Troyna complained of ‘commatization’, that is, the tendency among

writers merely to list a series of issues as if, once cited, they could be ignored

(disability – comma – gender – comma – age – comma – sexuality).96 Indeed, CRT

began as a response to the constant commatization of racism. 

Race, class and Marxism

Although the engagement between CRT and Feminism has been especially

productive, the relationship between CRT and class-based analyses has been

somewhat more strained. Indeed, some of the most pronounced attacks on CRT

in education arise from writers working from a Marxist perspective who feel that

CRT pays insufficient attention to the role of class as the central organizing prin-

ciple in capitalist societies. Antonia Darder and Rodolfo D. Torres, for example,

explicitly ‘acknowledge and commend’ the efforts of CRT scholars.97 However, on

the very same page that they state ‘Our aim is not to dismiss this important body

of work’ they go on to assert: 

[T]o employ alternative constructs derived from legal theory to shape argu-

ments related to educational policy and institutional practices, although well

meaning and eloquent, is like beating a dead horse. No matter how much is

said, it is impossible to enliven or extend the debate on educational policy

with its inherent inequalities by using the language of ‘race’.98

In response David Stovall notes that many of the criticisms of CRT arise from

over-blown descriptions that do not fairly represent the object of their criticism: 

Vital to this misinterpretation is the semantics of referencing CRT as a

critique solely of ‘race’. In no CRT literature is there a claim to the unanimity

of race. The critique has and continues to be one of the functions of White

supremacy and the complexities of race.99

The best CRT scholarship tries to work through the interrelations between racism

and other forms of structural and ideological exclusion, including class, but a

conceptual debate with Marxist orthodoxy may simply be redundant because by

definition Marxists place class in a position that supersedes all other forms of

exclusion.100 Indeed, Ricky Lee Allen views contemporary academic Marxism as

an exercise of White power and celebrates the growth of CRT as a long overdue

advance:
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Across all disciplines, white Marxists and their supporters have had a history

of scrutinizing the contradictions of Blacks much more harshly than those of

non-Blacks … I don’t think that our focus should be on merely bridging the

emergent rift between CRT- and Marxist-oriented critical pedagogists by

concocting some sort of synthesis. I won’t do this because I believe that this

rift marks a historic and much needed shift in the racialized plate tectonics of

critical pedagogy.101

Charles W. Mills has written extensively on the relationship between ‘White

Marxism and Black Radicalism’: 

[C]ritical race theory is far from being an adjunct to, or outgrowth of, critical

class theory; in fact, it long predates it, at least in its modern Marxist form.

Long before Marx was born, Africans forcibly transported to the New World

were struggling desperately to understand their situation; they were raising

the issues of social critique and transformation as radically as – indeed more

radically than – the white European working class, who were after all benefi-

ciaries of and accessories to the same system oppressing blacks.102

Mills’ point is extremely powerful. Marx moved to London, the centre of the British

slave trade, in 1849, just a decade after slavery was finally abolished throughout the

British Empire and more than a decade before it would be abolished in US terri-

tories.103 These simple facts make the minimal presence of race in Marx’s analyses all

the more damning. Rather than perpetuate circular theory-wars, therefore, the best

way ahead may simply be to make use of analytical tools as and when they seem most

revealing: this will not satisfy people who seek to fetishize a single concept or theory

above all else but it is entirely appropriate to the tradition of CRT, which has always

stressed the importance of connections to real-world struggles:

Through an awareness of intersectionality, we can better acknowledge and

ground the differences among us and negotiate the means by which these

differences will find expression in constructing group politics.

Kimberlé Crenshaw104

Arguing across conference tables is useless. For those of us who are concerned

with the social justice project in education, our work will be done on the

frontline with communities committed to change … neither race nor class

exists as static phenomena.

David Stovall105

The overwhelming desire to stay connected to social action and political struggle

is one of CRT’s distinctive features and perhaps offers the best way forward. CRT

does not claim to have all the answers but we each make choices faced with what

Mills describes as ‘the absence of that chimerical entity, a unifying theory of race,

class, and gender oppression’.106
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Essentialism and anti-essentialism

A question related to the issue of intersectionality concerns the appropriate level of

analysis and action when it comes to group identification: to what extent should

differences between and within minoritized communities be ignored for the sake of

a united front? I have already commented on the development of new forms of CRT,

such as Latino/a CRT and Critical Race Feminism: a key element in this process has

been a rejection of the Black/White binary as sufficient basis for a general analysis of

racism. Much has been written about the political struggles and experiences of

African Americans but this does not necessarily provide a blueprint for those seeking

to advance the position of other minoritized groups. In particular, Latino/a CRT is

already a large and growing field of study, reflecting the changing demographic and

political landscape in the US, where the Latino population is already larger than the

total population of Canada and, by 2020, will have surpassed African Americans as

the largest minoritized group.107 Similarly ‘American Indian’ scholars note that a

history of literally genocidal policies and a succession of separate political settlements

means that American Indian/Native American and First Nation groups in Canada

occupy a unique cultural, political and legal status.108

Similar arguments have also raged in the UK. Tariq Modood, for example, has

been especially prominent in arguing against a ‘racial dualism’ that sees the

Black/White binary as a model for all forms of race- and/or culture-sensitive

research.109 In fact, racial binary thinking is less common in the wake of 9/11 and

the subsequent increase in anti-Muslim racism that has characterized national and

international political responses. Nevertheless, it remains true that a great deal of

social science research on race and education in the UK focuses explicitly on Black

(African Caribbean) groups. This partly reflects their history of higher profile

political mobilization in the twentieth century and the background of many

prominent writers. This book, for instance, focuses primarily on the educational

experiences, resistances and exclusions of Black students, their parents and

communities: this reflects the bulk of research to date and my own biography as

both an antiracist scholar and activist involved in campaigns that especially focus

on Black educational attainment.

There is no doubt that the coming years will witness a much more diverse range

of research foci, not least because of the rapidly changing nature of migration into

the UK. As a result of European Union expansion, for example, reciprocal

arrangements exist between the UK and 26 other member states including several

Eastern- and Southern European nations such as Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia,

Romania and Bulgaria. Official statistics suggest that Britain is the most popular

destination among migrants from recently joined states and a spate of scare stories

in the media has followed, including government pronouncements that have

fuelled growing xenophobia.110

Action, optimism and despair

Is Critical Race Theory pessimistic? Consider that it holds that racism is ordinary,
normal, and embedded in society, and, moreover, that changes in relationships
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among the races (which include both improvements and turns for the worse)
reflect the interest of dominant groups, rather than idealism, altruism, or the rule
of law. 
… And if CRT does have a dark side, what follows from that? Is medicine
pessimistic because it focuses on diseases and traumas?

Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic111

Exhibit 2.2: Critical Race Theory: a conceptual map

Key themes

• Racism as endemic: racism as so extensive that it is normal, not aberrant
nor rare; ‘race’ is viewed as socially constructed and constantly changing;

• Critique of liberalism: views claims of neutrality, objectivity, colour-blindness
and meritocracy as camouflages; formal equal opportunities laws as too
limited in scope;

• Revisionist critique of civil rights laws: identifying the limits of progress to
date and the means by which apparent advances have been clawed back;

• Call to context: challenges ahistoricism and emphasizes the importance of
experiential knowledge.

Conceptual tools

• Storytelling and counter-stories
• Interest convergence
• Critical White studies

Continuing debates and unresolved issues

• Intersectionality: CRT recognizes the importance of other axes of
oppression (such as class, gender, sexuality, disability) but scholars are still
working through possible ways of incorporating each successfully. 

• Essentialism and anti-essentialism: there is on-going debate about the
level of group-identification/abstraction that is appropriate for different
analytic and political purposes. 

• Action, optimism and despair: detractors misread CRT as lacking hope. In
fact, a central feature of CRT is a dedication to social action to bring about
change, but CRT sees this as hard won and victories as insecure. 

CRT’s detractors often accuse it of lacking hopefulness. For example, Derrick Bell

argues that racism in the US is so deep rooted, and so comprehensively written into

the structures of society, that there is no realistic possibility of it being removed

entirely in the foreseeable future.112 Many people have responded angrily, asserting

that such a position denies the possibility of progress and amounts to having ‘given

up, or surrendered, or, worse, sold out’.113 These responses, however, betray a form

of zero-sum thinking (as if racism were either simply present or absent in a uniform

fashion) and, most revealingly, indicate little or no serious engagement with the

work of Derrick Bell or other critical race theorists.

Bell argues passionately that action against racism is not only necessary but carries

its own rewards and is required of any serious race scholar. Similarly, many critical race
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theorists now argue that an element of direct action, especially involving work with

oppressed community groups, is a defining characteristic of CRT.114 Whether racism is

permanent is a moot point, in many ways an irrelevant question: none of us will live

forever but we oppose racism regardless of whether we anticipate its defeat in our

lifetime. Critical race theorists have never argued that racism cannot be disrupted, nor

that its opposition is in any way futile. Indeed, critically informed social activism

becomes a requirement for serious critical race scholars because one of the clearest

lessons of their work is that nothing is gifted to the oppressed by their oppressors and,

if left unchecked, things can certainly get a whole lot worse. CRT does not deny the

possibility of improvement, therefore, but it does argue strongly against any

comforting belief in the essential goodness of the human spirit or a myth of automatic

incremental improvement. I return to this issue later (see Chapters 4 and 6).

Exhibit 2.2 offers a simple conceptual map of CRT, recapping the key features

that I have outlined in this chapter and which are pursued in various forms as the

analysis unfolds with each successive chapter of this book. Before moving on,

however, I want to take a moment to consider a story that is one of the most

famous parts of the CRT canon: a story once dismissed as outrageously pessimistic

and over-stated, but now revealed as not only historically accurate but also

remarkably prescient. If even this most extreme element of CRT has come to pass,

how valuable is the rest of the CRT toolkit?

Conclusion: fantasy and reality – from Space Traders to the War
on Terror

CRT’s usefulness will be limited not by the weakness of its constructs but by
the degree that many whites will not accept its assumptions; I anticipate
critique from both left and right.

Edward Taylor115

One of the most famous of all CRT stories is Derrick Bell’s Chronicle of the Space
Traders.116 In 1994 the story was adapted as part of a trilogy for HBO TV; it was

shown once and then refused distribution by every major national video retailer.117

The chronicle has attracted a great deal of controversy and is often cited as repre-

senting a fatalism bordering on despair.

The Chronicle of the Space Traders is a short story that describes what happens

when the US is visited by aliens who offer a simple trade: all the gold and tech-

nology necessary to solve the country’s economic and environmental crises, but in

return the ‘traders’ want every African American for themselves – to be taken away

to an unknown fate. The chronicle tells of the events surrounding the trade offer:

the frantic discussions across the media; the internal debates within the political

administration; and even secret meetings between politicians and capitalists where

the latter warn of the dangers of losing such a significant market and a handy

scapegoat. Resistance is organized, legal challenges are made and some seek sanc-

tuary elsewhere but, ultimately, laws are passed to ensure that African Americans

fulfil their ‘patriotic duty’ as defined by a new Amendment to the Constitution

that subjects ‘every United States citizen … to selection for special service for
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periods necessary to protect domestic interests and international needs’. The story

ends with millions of African Americans entering the holds of the Trader ships,

leaving ‘the New World as their forebears had arrived’; in chains.

Bell summarizes the message of the story like this: 

Everpresent, always lurking in the shadow of current events, is the real possi-

bility that an unexpected coincidence of events at some point in the future –

like those that occurred in the past – will persuade whites to reach a consensus

that a major benefit to the nation justifies an ultimate sacrifice of black rights

– or lives.118

The everpresent threat that Bell divines has become more explicit as we adjust to

life as part of the so-called ‘War on Terror’. I have already shown, in relation to

Jean Charles de Menezes, how a human life can be sacrificed to the fears of White

powerholders so long as certain conditions are met: the man was defined as non-

White and the White police’s fears were assumed to be genuine. Consequently, the

bullets in his head were later defined by the country’s most senior police officer as

‘dreadful’ but nothing that anyone should be blamed for. Meanwhile, the conser-

vative press hailed the shooters’ actions as reasonable and even heroic. But in case

you are still in any doubt about the level of racialized threat, the role of White

racism and the incisive power of serious Critical Race Theory, let me offer one final

piece of evidence on the matter of the Space Traders. 

The evidence comes from a radio programme broadcast on one of the BBC’s

major national stations (also available on the net). The programme in question is a

prime-time phone-in. The transcript that follows occurred at around 9.40am. This

is not, therefore, some extremist ‘shock-jock’ nor an obscure late-night show

catering to a handful of listeners. On the day in question, almost a year after the

London bombs of 2005, the discussion focused on a high-profile police raid in the

Forest Gate area of London. Around 250 police had been involved in the raid; two

Muslim men were taken into custody; one was shot (not fatally) at close range;

both were later released without charge. The phone-in invited listeners to offer

their views on the events. The programme generated some violent and highly

offensive contributions.119 But more worrying even than the sentiments of some

listeners was the banality of the programme and the way the presenter read out

views without comment. It appears that the Space Traders have landed and their

offer has been accepted: 

Victoria Derbyshire (Presenter):

Five Live, welcome to the programme, do join the conversation, you’re very

welcome.

The station’s phone number is 0 500 909 693.

Are you prepared for the police to make mistakes sometimes?
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Here’s a text from John in Gloucestershire: ‘If there were no Muslim

terrorists, there would be no police raids on Muslims. It’s simple.’

Another listener says, ‘It’s good that these Muslims, Arabs and Asians are

having it rough here. I’d rather the odd one got shot than a relative of mine

got blown up.’120

In this chapter I have set out the key characteristics of Critical Race Theory and

discussed some of the conceptual tools that will be applied in subsequent parts of

this book. Having outlined my theoretical perspective, the next step is to focus on

the material scale of inequality by exploring the shape and nature of differences in

educational achievement. The following chapter, therefore, discusses both the

statistics and the politics of race inequity.
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3 Inequality, inequality,
inequality
The material reality of racial
injustice in education

One of the most common phrases in today’s education literature is ‘the
achievement gap’. The term produces more than 11 million citations on
Google. ‘Achievement gap’, much like certain popular culture music stars, has
become a crossover hit. It has made its way into common parlance and
everyday usage. The term is invoked by people on both ends of the political
spectrum, and few argue over its meaning or its import.

Gloria Ladson-Billings1

Introduction

In her 2006 presidential address to the American Educational Research

Association (AERA), Gloria Ladson-Billings remarked on how commonplace talk

of the ‘achievement gap’ has become. Adopting an approach influenced by Critical

Race Theory, Ladson-Billings insists on an historically contextualized perspective

that calls attention to the centuries of racism and exclusion that have shaped the

present situation; creating an educational debt rather than a simple gap. In this

chapter I set out a critical race perspective on the inequalities of achievement that

characterize the English system. 

Speaking at the Labour Party’s national conference in 1996, shortly before he

was first elected prime minister (PM), Tony Blair famously stated that his

government’s three priorities would be ‘education, education, education’. The

years that followed witnessed a succession of significant education reforms; aver-

aging at least one new Education Act every year during his term as PM. But how,

if at all, did these affect the inequitable distribution of educational rewards?

This chapter examines the main contours of educational inequality as measured

at the end of compulsory schooling.2 Before looking at the statistics themselves,

however, the first section considers the most appropriate way of measuring
achievement ‘gaps’. This might appear obvious – a gap is a gap – but, as with

almost everything to do with race inequality, nothing is straightforward:

depending on their approach, two different commentators may describe identical
statistics as showing exactly opposite trends.

The chapter then describes the relative importance of, and intersections

between, inequalities based on race, class and gender. An exploration of the



current data highlights the complexity of the interactions and reveals that, contrary

to popular belief, economic background is not equally important for all students:

an exclusive focus on class, therefore, has particular racialized consequences.

Finally, the chapter draws on official statistics to document how patterns of

achievement have changed during a period of intense political pressure on schools

to ‘raise standards’. The data suggest that race inequalities of achievement are more

persistent than is imagined by most policymakers and commentators. Indeed, the

chapter ends with a discussion of how popular discourse on annual fluctuations in

attainment has created a form of ‘Gap Talk’ that gives the impression that things are

getting better (and that White students may now be the new race victims). These

views are interrogated and the data analysed for signs of when (if at all) the current

gaps might close. I conclude that, contrary to the comforting stories of policy-

makers, educational race inequality in England is a form of ‘locked-in inequality’3

that is inevitable and permanent under current circumstances.

Measuring educational inequalities

When is a gap not a gap?

Dear Drs Gillborn and Mirza,
I have been reading with interest Educational Inequality4 … Needless to say, I
recognised [the local authority that I represent] as LEA #3 of the four in your
conclusion and you will not be surprised that your remark ‘the authorities seem
to be planning for greater ethnic inequality in the future’ is rejected as both
unwarranted by the data and gratuitously insulting.

Personal communication, November 2000

In 2000, with my colleague Heidi Safia Mirza, I co-authored a report on race

equality in England. Part of the report drew on extensive data from more than 100

different local education authorities (LEAs) which, at the time, offered the most

comprehensive picture ever assembled of differences in attainment around the

country. The material had been submitted to the Education Department as part of

a bidding round, as each LEA sought to win additional funds from central

government.5 Our analysis of the bids showed that there was no overall agreement

about how LEAs should respond to inequalities of achievement. Indeed, we high-

lighted the case of some authorities that seemed to be planning for even greater

disparities in the future.6 One LEA, for example, reported that 28.4 per cent of

White students achieved at least five higher grade GCSE passes compared with

just 8.3 per cent of African Caribbean students.7 When describing their future

plans the LEA declared that in four years time they hoped that White attainment

would have risen to 40 per cent and African Caribbean to 17 per cent. We argued,

therefore, that the policymakers were actually planning for even greater inequality

in the future: the ‘Black/White’ gap would worsen from 20.1 percentage points to

23 percentage points. The LEA, however, responded that this conclusion was

‘gratuitously insulting’ and ‘methodologically unsound’. They stated that: 
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Educationally-speaking, to target an improvement of over 100 per cent (the

African-Caribbeans) … is, in normal circumstances, fairly heroic … never-

theless, the LEA has to aim for higher rates of improvement, otherwise the

minority ethnic groups would never catch up.8

This LEA firmly believes that it is planning for a future where minoritized

students will ‘catch up’. But the LEA is getting its sums wrong: it assumes that a

greater proportionate increase for an ‘underachieving’ group must automatically

equate to a narrowing of the achievement gap. To understand why this is incorrect

we need to consider competing approaches to the measurement of achievement by

different social groups. These are not mere ‘technical’ concerns: there is no single

measure of educational inequality that is without weaknesses or critics. In fact,

two researchers have been known to examine the same set of figures and declare

exactly the opposite conclusion; one asserting that inequalities are growing, the

other that things are getting better. Before looking at the multiple areas of

education that are scarred by race inequalities, therefore, it is necessary to explain

and justify the approach that I use. 

Two approaches: percentage points versus proportionate change

The most common way of assessing inequalities in educational outcomes is known as

the ‘percentage point’ method. This compares the proportion of two or more groups

that attain a certain level of achievement (such as graduating or attaining a pass grade

in a test). So, if 60 per cent of Group A reach a particular threshold but only 45 per

cent of Group B, then the inequality between them is 15 percentage points.
This method is used extensively to compare the achievement of students in

different social groups, including those based on social class background, gender

and ethnic origin. The percentage point approach is used in both academic and

public policy research and has been especially important in establishing the need to

take seriously the ethnic diversity of the school population.9 Eventually, as new

surveys added to the available data on race and achievement, it became common

for researchers to compare percentage point differences over time, as a way of

judging whether inequalities were worsening or improving. This remains the

dominant approach to judging such inequalities, or ‘achievement gaps’, on both

sides of the Atlantic. 

Despite its relative dominance in public discussions of education, however, the

percentage point approach is not without its critics. In the UK the most prolific

writer on the subject has been Stephen Gorard, who calls the approach, somewhat

disparagingly, ‘the politician’s error’10. He argues that: 

It has become commonplace for writers, media commentators and

researchers to refer to percentage points as percentages. Therefore if unem-

ployment decreases from 8 per cent to 7 per cent it may be reported as a

decrease of 1 per cent, whereas it actually represents a decrease of 1 point or

12.5 per cent of the original.11
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Gorard’s concern is not merely that the wrong term is used (‘percentage’ rather

than ‘percentage point’) but rather that the percentage point method itself is

misleading because it produces incorrect conclusions about inequalities in

education. Among his preferred options is to calculate the change as a proportion

of each group’s original figure: 12.5 per cent rather than 1 percentage point in his

example above. Gorard refers to this method as ‘% change’12 or the ‘proportionate’

change.13 His approach tends to produce results which suggest that class, gender

and race inequalities are falling: a rather different picture than that produced by

critical research. This leads Gorard to offer a particularly optimistic view of where

education is heading. For example, although he says ‘this does not mean that there

is room for complacency’, he explicitly advises policymakers that: ‘there is no need

to do anything specific to ameliorate these gaps. Things are already getting

better.’14

When reflecting on why his method is not more popular, Gorard offers the

following, less than generous, assessment: 

In most cases the differences cited [using the proportionate method rather

than the percentage point approach] are not as great as they appear, and are

getting smaller over time, but such a finding does not make such a good news

story, and is unlikely to lead to the release of greater funds for the researcher or

public body concerned.15

This implied attack on his fellow researchers was repeated in 2003 when Gorard

presented his arguments to the House of Commons Select Committee on

Education, a group of MPs (Members of Parliament) with a particular remit to

consider education policy: ‘Much public money is being spent on research that

cannot produce the answers required of it, and on policies to ameliorate growing

gaps in attainment that do not exist.’16

Paul Connolly suggests that part of the reason why Gorard’s ‘proportionate

change’ method has not been subject to close scrutiny may be that it has offered

academics in gender studies a means to counter the media’s presentation of a ‘crisis’

of male underachievement.17 Connolly goes on to offer an alternative approach to

the gender statistics but, for my purposes, it is the relevance of Gorard’s work to

race research that is most pressing. In this respect, Gorard’s proportionate method

produces an entirely different set of results to those more usually cited. In addition,

the proportionate method is the style most often cited to me as the ‘correct’ way to

do the calculations when I am challenged by people who take issue with talk of race

inequalities (whether students, local authority officers, MPs, or academics), as in

the example at the start of this chapter. The point has been made to me on

numerous occasions and so it is necessary to address it explicitly.

Calculating race inequalities

Gorard uses statistics on race inequalities as an explicit part of his early work on the

‘politician’s error’.18 In particular, he repeatedly cites an example drawn from my
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work with Caroline Gipps.19 He constructs a table based on some local authority

data from our study (see Exhibit 3.1). Gorard makes two factual errors in his pres-

entation of the data20 but these alone are not fatal to the substance of his argument.

Exhibit 3.1: Comparing ‘percentage point’ and ‘proportionate change’ calculations:
Gorard’s ‘ethnicity’ example

Group 1991 1993 Percentage point % change Ratio

Asian 30.0 38.0 8.0 27% 1.27
White 26.9 32.3 5.4 20% 1.20
African Caribbean 19.1 25.6 6.5 34% 1.34

Source: adapted from Gorard (1999): 242.
Note: the original data refer to average exam scores in the London Borough of Brent
(Gillborn and Gipps 1996: 21).

In the original report Caroline Gipps and I conclude, using the percentage point

approach, that in this case ‘the gap grew between the highest and lowest achieving
groups (‘Asian’ and African Caribbean respectively)’.21 Gorard draws the opposite

conclusion based on his proportionate change method: ‘The ethnic group with

the highest proportionate improvement are the African Caribbeans, and

therefore the gap between the highest and lowest achieving groups is actually

getting smaller.’22

Gorard repeats this assertion, that ethnic inequalities of achievement are

‘getting smaller’, in numerous publications; twice he repeats the point verbatim23

and at other times he uses it as the basis for a more generalized dismissal of wider

arguments about ethnic inequalities in achievement.24 When considering these

apparently contradictory conclusions, Martyn Hammersley argues that both
approaches have validity if they are used carefully and we recognize that they are

measuring different things: 

Gillborn and Gipps use percentage point difference as a measure of

achievement gaps because they are comparing the situation as it is with how it

should be, in terms of a particular definition of equity. … [Gorard] is

concerned with whether improvement has taken place, and if so how much.

… [W]hat the two approaches provide are different perspectives on the same

situation, perspectives that do not contradict one another, and that are for

many purposes complementary.25

This contribution helps by clarifying why the two approaches produce such

differing results but it fails to resolve the contradictory conclusions about what the

findings mean in terms of race inequality in education, i.e. whether

inequalities/gaps in achievement are worsening or narrowing. These differences

cannot be reconciled and the explanation does not require any high level mathe-

matics nor a degree in sociology.
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A logical fallacy: greater progress is not the same as a closing gap

When people use the word ‘gap’ most of them have in mind a spatial judgement.

For example, a quick internet search for definitions of the word commonly

produces solutions such as: 

• a conspicuous disparity or difference as between two figures;

• opening: an open or empty space in or between things.

A good way of resolving the conflict about widening/narrowing ‘gaps’, therefore,

is simply to plot them spatially. In the example in Exhibit 3.2, this shows the space

between the highest and lowest groups getting bigger (signalled by the length-

ening vertical arrows). But, it could be argued, this does a disservice to the propor-

tionate method by failing to take account of the scale of improvement being made

by the lower attaining group. If the lower attaining group is improving more than

the other groups then surely it must be closing the inequality? This appears to be

Gorard’s reasoning when he asserts ‘therefore the gap between the highest and

lowest achieving groups is actually getting smaller’.26 But the space (the gap, the

inequality) between the groups is not getting smaller (as Exhibit 3.2 shows). For

the ‘gap’ even to have remained the same, in this example, African Caribbean

attainment would have had to reach an average exam score of 27.1 (remaining

10.9 points behind the highest rate): that is a proportionate increase of 41.8 per

cent of the original level, not the 34 per cent recorded in Exhibit 3.1. And here lies

the simple explanation for why a greater proportionate increase does not automat-

ically equate to a narrowing ‘gap’. When the starting point is significantly lower

than other groups, a relatively small change in performance will look impressive

according to the proportionate model. But a greater proportionate change would

have to be sustained year-on-year to make a dent in the actual inequality of

achievement (what most people would reasonably view as the ‘gap’).

My experience of teaching and presenting these data, to many different kinds of

audience over a lengthy period, suggests that readers will largely be divided into

three camps by now: one group that is about to skip ahead (if they haven’t already)

because the point is made; a second group that still thinks a higher proportionate

growth must logically mean a narrowing of the ‘gap’; and a third group that is

quickly losing the will to live faced with so many statistics. So, especially for those

in the second and third camps, here are a couple of case studies that, I hope, will

illuminate the argument.

Case one: let me draw you a(nother) picture

If we take the data upon which Gorard builds his race arguments (Exhibit 3.1) we

can extrapolate what would happen to the relative attainments of the top and

bottom attaining groups if they continued to improve at a constant rate: i.e. 27 per

cent for Asian students and 34 per cent for African Caribbean students (see

Exhibit 3.3). As the chart indicates, to sustain the same proportionate increase a
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group must improve its actual (raw) performance more and more each year:

signalled by the increasingly steep rises. Even if such year-on-year changes were

sustained, in Gorard’s example the inequality of achievement between the groups

does not disappear until some 14 years have passed. But the assumptions

embodied in the model are unsustainable: in order to continue their 34 per cent

improvement rate between 2005 and 2007, for example, African Caribbean

students would have to raise their average exam score from 147.9 points (equiv-

alent to 18 separate passes at the highest level: A*) to an even more incredible

198.1 average exam score (equivalent to 24 grade A* passes). This, of course, is

ludicrous: most students do not even enter half that number of GCSEs. However,

this is precisely the kind of situation that would have to occur if we use the propor-

tionate method as a guide to trends in achievement inequality. 

Case two: Show me the money

Data published in 2007 showed that the top fifth of households in Britain received

an annual income of at least £66,300 and the bottom fifth received an income of

£4,300 or less.27 Let’s imagine that a worker in the bottom group is offered an

apparently huge rise of 30 per cent while a peer in the top group accepts a miserly

rise of just 5 per cent. These figures, using the proportionate method, make it

appear as if the low paid worker is getting a great deal more than the other and, in

Gorard’s terms, the lower paid worker must be narrowing the pay gap. But

because the bottom fifth start at such a low level the 30 per cent rise for a low paid
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worker equates to an extra £1,290 per annum at most. The already better-off

person’s 5 per cent delivers them at least an extra £3,315 per annum. So, would

you prefer £1,290 or £3,315? Whose wage has gone up the most? Has the gap

narrowed or grown? The percentage point method is demonstrably the best suited

to measuring inequalities.

Race, class and gender

It is well known that, on average, students from economically advantaged back-

grounds tend to achieve higher results than their peers from less advantaged

homes. This is one of the clearest and longest established findings in the sociology

of education: although specialists differ in how they define and measure ‘social

class’28 there is agreement that economic background is a hugely significant

variable when trying to understand young people’s educational experiences and

achievements.

One way of conceiving of the importance of social class is presented in Exhibit

3.4, which charts the proportion of students in certain groups gaining at least five

higher grade GCSE passes over a 15-year period. The horizontal axis represents

the overall proportion of students nationally who attained five or more higher

grades in each year; the further above or below that line, the further in advance, or

behind, a group is performing. In 2004, for example, that level of success was

attained by 54 per cent of students nationally: in relation to gender, 59 per cent of
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girls and 49 per cent of boys achieved that level. Therefore, the line for girls

appears 5 points above the horizontal axis and the boys lie 5 points below the

average.

Perhaps the most striking thing about Exhibit 3.4 is how relatively stable the

gaps remain over time: there is some fluctuation from survey to survey but signif-

icant disparities exist throughout. The brackets on the right signify the size of the

gaps in the latest data but the general picture is fairly constant insofar as the social

class inequality (comparing groups I and V) is considerably greater than the race

gap (comparing Black and White students) and the gender gap. It should be

remembered, however, that the class measure is comparing the very highest and

the very lowest attaining class categories (groups I and V): there are three addi-

tional class categories between these extremes (which include nearly two in every

three classified students) that are not shown on the graph.29 Nevertheless, it is

common to hear commentators, and many academics, arguing that the most

important inequality is that associated with income. Gorard and White state:

‘Most crucially, the attention paid to differences in attainment between ethnic

groups obscures much larger differences, such as those between rich and poor.’30

This view, however, neglects the fact that everyone is classed, raced and gendered.

It also risks falling into the trap of arguing between inequalities, as if each were not

a source of injustice or some are too small to concern us. What is rarely appreciated

when such arguments are made is that privileging class inequality has the effect of
privileging White interests: this is because educational inequalities associated with

social class do not appear to be equally important for all students regardless of

ethnic background.

Class is not equally important for all groups

Exhibit 3.5 shows the proportion of students gaining at least five higher grade

GCSEs by race, class and gender. In comparison with the earlier data, these

statistics have the advantage of being based on returns for every student in

England and use a more sophisticated ethnic breakdown. However, the social class

indicator is receipt of free school meals (FSM), which is a common, but very

crude, proxy for family poverty. Indeed, some minoritized groups are known to be

less likely to apply for benefits of this kind even if they qualify.31 Nevertheless, the

illustration gives the best currently available indication of how these variables

interact for ethnic groups nationally.

Exhibit 3.5 combines a great deal of information. Perhaps the most striking

feature is the scale of the differences in attainment between groups, ranging from

84.9 per cent of students gaining five higher grades (Chinese non-FSM girls)

through to 24 per cent (White FSM boys). Two further patterns are also immedi-

ately apparent. First, students who are not in receipt of free school meals are more

likely to attain the required level than their peers of the same gender and ethnic

origin who do receive FSM: the pattern is common to all groups without exception.

A second commonality is that girls are relatively more successful than boys of the

same ethnic group and FSM-status: again, a pattern common to each ethnic group. 
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Within these broad class- and gender-based trends, however, lie some

important variations. It is clear that FSM status is associated with much more

dramatic variations in attainment for some groups: in particular, White students

and their peers of Dual Heritage (White/Asian) background are the only groups

where the FSM/non-FSM gap is 25 percentage points or higher. This suggests that

an exclusive focus on inequalities associated with class profile would be of most benefit to
White students – where class inequalities are most pronounced. This is an important

observation because commentators (in the press, politics and the academy) have

tended to emphasize the scale of class inequalities as if they were a common factor.

In particular, the talk of a ‘crisis’ of male under-achievement32 combines with this

view to support a particular obsession with White boys.

White under-achievement and selective reporting: the hidden 86 per cent

White boys falling behind
White, working-class boys have the worst GCSE results … Just 24 per cent of disad-
vantaged white boys now leave school with five or more good GCSEs.

This compares with 33.7 per cent for black African boys from similar low-
income households.

There were fears last night that the figures could hand votes to the far-Right
British National Party because additional funding is available to help children
from ethnic minorities.

Daily Mail33

Notwithstanding the misleading impression that all minoritized groups benefit

from additional funding (they do not – additional funds have to be bid for as part

of limited special initiatives), the emphasis on White students in this extract is

extremely important. The story accurately quotes the official statistics but its

delivery would seem calculated to draw attention to a Black/White gap where

Whites are the group that lose out. In fact, Black African boys (who are high-

lighted in the story) are the highest achieving of all the Black male FSM groups

(9.7 percentage points ahead of their White counterparts).34 The gap between

Whites and other FSM Black boys is considerably smaller: those categorized as

‘Black Other’ were 4.4 points ahead, Black Caribbean 3.1 points, and Dual

Heritage (White/Black Caribbean) 2.8 points ahead.

In addition, the newspaper account fails to mention any of the inequalities of

attainment between non-FSM students. This is particularly important because

non-FSM students form the great majority of the cohort (86.6 per cent of the

young people counted in Exhibit 3.5 were not in receipt of free school meals).

Just a few months later similar headlines appeared once again, this time

generated by an academic study rather than official statistics.35 As before, the

prime focus was on the very lowest achievers and newspapers repeated the image

of White failure:

School low achievers are white and British

The Times36
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White boys ‘are being left behind’ by education system

Daily Mail37

White boys ‘let down by education system’

Daily Telegraph38

Deprived white boys ‘low achievers’

Daily Express39

White working-class boys are the worst performers in school

Independent40

Half school ‘failures’ are white working-class boys, says report

Guardian 41

White non-FSM students enjoy higher success rates than most of their peers of the

same gender from different ethnic groups.42 The largest of these inequalities of

achievement are between White students and their Black Caribbean counterparts.

This is true for both sexes and gives a rather different picture to the one painted by

the sensationalist headlines: 

• White non-FSM girls outperform their Black Caribbean counterparts by 

9.7 percentage points;

• White non-FSM boys outperform their Black Caribbean counterparts by 

17.2 percentage points.

These findings are extremely significant. Remember that the non-FSM category is

very broad (accounting for around five in every six students). The data show that,

far from the picture of White failure generated by media coverage of the

statistics,43 White non-FSM students – of both sexes – are more likely to succeed than
their peers from Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean, Black African, Black Other
and Dual Heritage (White/Black Caribbean) backgrounds.

These figures act as a corrective to the distorted view of White failure that is

generated by over-emphasis on the FSM numbers alone. It is difficult to over-

estimate the significance of this finding because the disproportionate focus on

FSM students is not limited to newspaper accounts. The Education Department

itself carried the same emphasis when reporting similar data. The government has

begun to publish annual reports that pull together a variety of information about

ethnicity and educational attainment. When the Education Department first

published analyses of FSM-status, ethnicity and gender as cross-tabulations in

2006, there was no separate analysis of non-FSM students: this contrasts sharply with

the detailed accounts that were offered for FSM boys and girls (who were the

subject of three different illustrations in the report).44
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Reform and inequality: changes over time

Since the late 1980s the education system in England has become increasingly domi-

nated by a concern to measure and improve educational ‘standards’ as judged by

performance in a series of national assessments. This drive is common to many capi-

talist nations including Australia, New Zealand and the USA.45 As already noted the

proportion of students achieving at least five higher grades in GCSE examinations

has been the dominant measure of attainment at the end of compulsory schooling.

The Education Department publishes these data on every school in the country and

the statistics are frequently re-ordered in the form of league tables by local (and

national) newspapers, which then present lists of ‘best’ and ‘worst’ schools. The

overwhelming focus on this criterion, and its importance in official judgements of

schools’ success/failure, has led schools to prioritize attempts to improve their

performance on this measure.46 Not surprisingly, overall rates of success have risen

dramatically from 30 per cent of students achieving five or more higher grades in

1988 to around 57 per cent in 2006.47 This raises a further vital question: have

minoritized students shared equitably in the improving rates of GCSE success? The

best available data suggest that the answer is no.

All have improved, but not equally

Exhibit 3.6 charts the changing patterns of GCSE attainment from the late 1980s

through to 2004. The data are drawn from the Youth Cohort Study (YCS). A

disadvantage with the YCS is that it reports on a sample of 16-year-olds, rather

than the whole cohort. Although the sample is large (more than 14,000 in 2004)

it is considerably smaller than the numbers involved in the Pupil Level Annual

Schools Census (PLASC) which, in 2002, began to gather systematic data on the

ethnicity of every child in the state system. Although the ethnic categories in the

YCS are relatively crude, the project is unique in offering a fairly reliable picture of

how different ethnic groups have fared over a 15-year period, since the start of the

major reforms that began with the Education Reform Act 1988. 

The data are generated by a questionnaire sent to a representative sample of 16-

to 19-year-olds. Exhibit 3.6 records the proportion in each of the main ethnic

groups who achieved five or more higher grade GCSE passes (or their equivalent).

Alongside the relevant percentage is a calculation of the ‘gap’ in terms of the

percentage point method.

Only one of the ethnic groups identified by the YCS has enjoyed an improvement in
every one of the surveys since 1989: White students. The performance of the other

groups has been less certain, with periods where their attainment in one study

remained static or actually fell below that of the previous survey. These changes

could relate to actual fluctuations nationally, but they might also be a product of

relatively small changes within the sample groups. Consequently, it is advisable to

treat year-on-year changes with caution and focus more on the longer-term trends.

Despite this, it is undoubtedly significant that only White students have drawn clear

benefit every year since the main reforms got underway. 
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Black students

Over the entire period represented in Exhibit 3.6 the proportion of Black students

attaining at least five higher grades almost doubled (from 18 per cent to 34 per

cent). This improvement (of 16 points), however, did not keep pace with White

students (whose attainment improved by 25 percentage points over the same

period). Despite improvements, therefore, it remains the case that the

‘Black/White gap’ is significantly larger (at 21 percentage points) than it was more

than 15 years ago (12 percentage points in 1989). But this comparison does not

tell the whole story. 

The data show that the Black/White gap grew considerably during the early to

mid-1990s. This was a period of intense emphasis on raising exam performance

and improving positions in the newly introduced school performance tables (first

published for secondary schools in 1992). In contrast, surveys in 1998 and 2000

showed a narrowing of the Black/White gap. However, it should be noted that

since 1998 the data include the results in other forms of assessment that are counted

as equivalent to GCSEs, including General National Vocational Qualifications

(GNVQs). Evidence shows that Black students are disproportionately entered for

these lower status examinations, which do not carry the same weight in compe-

tition for jobs or places in academic studies in higher education.48

Pakistani students

The pattern of attainment by Pakistani students is even more complex. Since 1992

the achievements of Pakistani young people have varied considerably: falling in

two consecutive cohorts before showing some important gains more recently.

Overall, between 1992 and 2004 the proportion of Pakistani students attaining

five or more higher grade passes improved by 11 percentage points (from 26 per

cent to 37 per cent). This is a significant increase but it should be noted that the

gap between Pakistani students and their White peers, while fluctuating consid-

erably, was actually smallest in 1992 when data were first gathered separately for

this group.

Bangladeshi students

From a very low starting point in 1992 the Bangladeshi group showed quite dramatic

improvements until the 2000 survey, when their attainment fell below the level of the

previous cohort. However, the upward trend resumed in subsequent surveys and,

overall, Bangladeshi students are now three times more likely to attain five higher

grades than they were in the early 1990s. Nevertheless, Bangladeshi students remain

less likely to achieve these higher grades than their White counterparts. 

Indian students

The picture for Indian students is markedly different from the other minority

ethnic groups counted in the YCS. From a position of virtual equity in 1992, when
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the YCS first disaggregated the composite ‘South Asian’ category, Indian students

have improved more than their White peers. Although the proportion attaining

five or more higher grades remained static between 2000 and 2002, overall Indian

students have improved from 38 per cent in 1992 to 72 per cent, an increase of 34

percentage points: almost double the White improvement (of 18 percentage

points) over the same period.49

Data on ethnic origin and achievement for approximately the last 15 years,

therefore, show that none of the existing inequalities are fixed. Each of the

attainment inequalities have varied over time, with the early and mid-1990s being

a period of especially pronounced inequality. All groups have enjoyed some

improvement over the period but significant problems persist. The Black/White

gap is almost as great as ever and both Bangladeshi and Pakistani students have

experienced periods of growing inequality. 

Exclusions from school

The patterns of unequal achievement are worrying but even these statistics do not

reveal the full story of how certain minoritized groups face a harsher and less

rewarding education. By the time the high-stakes tests come around a dispropor-

tionate number of Black students are no longer in school; and unlike North

America (where the notion of ‘dropping out’ superficially presents the issue as

driven by the students),50 in England the figures are unequivocally about

‘exclusion’: where a school decides it will no longer accept a student on its roll.

The most serious sanction that an English school can take against a student is to

permanently expel them (‘exclusion’ in the official lexicon). The local state has a

duty to ensure that such students receive a basic education elsewhere, usually

through placement in some form of special unit or limited separate tuition.

Official statistics suggest that exclusion is strongly associated with highly negative

outcomes in education and in longer-term life chances: 

Young people excluded from school are much less likely to achieve 5 GCSEs at

grade A*-C than other groups – just one in five young people compared to

more than half overall. More than four times as many young people excluded

from school fail to gain any qualifications at 16 compared with those not

excluded. Being out of school is a major risk factor for juvenile offending.

Research has found an almost direct correlation between youth crime rates in

an area and the ‘out of school’ population. Young people excluded from

school are more than twice as likely to report having committed a crime as

young people in mainstream school.51

In view of these experiences the persistent and significant over-exclusion of Black

students is a major area of controversy and concern. They have tended to be over-

represented in permanent exclusions whenever relevant data have been broken

down by ethnicity. In the mid-1980s, for example, ‘Afro-Caribbean’ students

accounted for 14 per cent of London school children but made up more than 30
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per cent of all exclusions in the capital.52 This problem became even more pressing

during the 1990s when the total number of exclusions increased dramatically: the

figure for 1995–6 was 12,476: four times the number recorded at the start of the

decade.53 In the mid-1990s new data, based on official school inspections,

suggested that nationally Black Caribbean children were excluded from secondary

schools at almost six times the rate for White students and it was calculated that this

meant around 1,000 additional and potentially unjust Black expulsions every

year.54

In 1998 the first report of the newly created Social Exclusion Unit focused on

exclusions and truancy from school. The unit’s recommendations were taken up by

Government and committed it to drastically reduce the number of permanent

exclusions by a third from 12,700 in 1996–7 to 8,400 by 2002.55 The

Government abandoned this target in 2001, arguing that the reduction had all but

been achieved (at 8,600 in 1999–2000) and that no new targets were necessary.

Perhaps predictably, the following years saw a rise in the number of students being

permanently excluded.56

However, the official statistics on permanent exclusions are only part of the

story. Indeed, there are indications that ‘unofficial exclusions’, which evade official

recording, are becoming increasingly common.57 In addition, a growth in alter-

native provision, including the use of referrals to support units, will have helped

reduce the official numbers but do not guarantee students access to the main-

stream curriculum. Black parents’ groups have also raised concerns about ‘internal

exclusion’, where students may be repeatedly removed from class: a form of

exclusion from equal access to schooling but not a form of exclusion that shows up

in official data.58 With these warnings in mind, the official statistics on ethnicity

and exclusion are summarized in Exhibit 3.7.

Exhibit 3.7 shows the recorded levels of permanent exclusion since the overall

peak in 1996–7. The columns show the number of students in each ethnic group

formally recorded as having been permanently excluded. The percentage column

shows that number as a percentage of their ethnic group in school; hence, the

figure of 0.06 Bangladeshis in 2004–5 represents 6 students in every 10,000, and

0.39 for Black Caribbean students represents 39 in every 10,000.

The first thing to note is the complexity of the statistics. The number of White

students recorded as permanently excluded declined each year between 1996–7

and the overall low of 1999–2000, but then rose in each of the next two years. In

contrast, the number of Black Caribbean students excluded barely changed in the

first year of the overall decline, but (having begun to fall more rapidly) then

continued to decline even in 2000–1, when overall numbers began to rise once

again. Indian students had the least chance of being excluded (as a percentage of

their numbers in the school population) throughout the entire period in question,

but the number (and proportion) of Indians excluded actually rose in 1997–8, just

as overall rates began to fall. The exclusion rate for Bangladeshi students has been

volatile throughout the period; including a rise in 1999–2000 (the third successive

year of overall reductions), a fall in 2000–1 (when the overall rate started to rise)

and a steep increase in 2001–2. In view of the limitations of the official statistics,
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and the volatility of figures for minoritized groups, we should be cautious when

interpreting these data. Overall, it appears that students in each of the principal ethnic
groups shared to some degree in the overall reduction that occurred in the late 1990s
(between 1996–7 and 1999–2000 inclusive). 

When we focus on the likelihood of exclusion within each ethnic group some

consistent patterns begin to emerge. Students of ‘South Asian’ ethnic heritage, for

example, have almost always been less likely to be excluded (as a percentage of their

ethnic group) than their White and Black counterparts.59 In contrast, Black

students (those categorized as Black Caribbean, Black African or Black Other)

have almost always been more likely to be excluded than their White peers: a

pattern that is true in every year and for each of the Black groups.60

Dual Heritage students (classified ‘mixed’ in the official terminology) have 

only featured in official statistics since 2002–3. Dual Heritage (White/Asian)

students experience the lowest exclusion rate, marked by a 25 per cent propor-

tionate decrease between 2003–4 and 2004–5 compared to a 25 per cent increase

for Dual Heritage (White/Black African) students for the same period. Data for

Dual Heritage (White/Black Caribbean) students reveal a particularly high rate of

exclusion, similar to students of Black Caribbean heritage, with a 55 per cent

increase since data on this group were first collected. 

Exclusions have become one of the most controversial areas of inequality so far

as race and education are concerned. The over-exclusion of Black students

frequently emerges as one of the most important issues in the eyes of Black

teachers, parents and students.61 It is also an area where public debate seems

entirely immune to evidence: despite academic research and community-based

initiatives that highlight the inequitable treatment of Black students in schools,62

the popular media continue to repeat crude stereotypes that reinforce powerful

deficit images of Black communities in general and Black young men in

particular.63 Nevertheless, there is compelling evidence that the over-represen-

tation of African Caribbean students in exclusions is the result of harsher treatment

by schools, rather than simple differences in behaviour by students.64

False hopes and the illusion of ‘closing gaps’: is the Black/White
gap permanently ‘locked-in’?

There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies and statistics.
Benjamin Disraeli 65

Black students’ achievement relative to their White peers has been a central part of

debates about race and education since the 1960s. As I have shown, the debate

continues to be hotly contested: depending on the methods used – and the data

that are consulted – academics, policymakers and commentators argue about

whether the gap is worsening or narrowing. If we take a slightly different

approach to the issue, however, an even more worrying diagnosis suggests itself.

Drawing inspiration from Critical Race Theory and analyses of the persistence of

race inequality in the US, it is possible to conceive of the Black/White gap in

Inequality, inequality, inequality 63



education as an example of ‘locked-in inequality’, that is, an inequality so deep

rooted and so large that, under current circumstances, it is a practically inevitable

feature of the education system.66 In this section I examine the evidence for this

perspective and conclude that the current talk of ‘gaps’ in educational attainment

hides the true scale and nature of race inequality in the English system.

Locked-in inequality

In a succession of articles in US law journals Daria Roithmayr has developed the

notion of ‘locked-in inequality’.67 Drawing on work in economics and legal

antitrust theory, Roithmayr defines inequality as locked-in when historical advan-

tages built through conscious discrimination in the past become institutionalized

to such a degree that even the removal of all existing barriers cannot create a level

playing field: 

Market monopolies can become self-reinforcing, locked in, and ultimated

under certain circumstances. For example, in markets characterized by

positive feedback, an early competitive advantage can feed on itself to produce

a perpetually increasing lead that ultimately becomes impossible to overcome

… When that occurs, we say that the product has become ‘locked in’ to its

monopoly or market leader position.68

Roithmayr has applied this model to several examples of race inequality including

admissions to US law schools and public education in South Africa. In each case,

she argues, the focus of contemporary equality legislation is inadequate to deal

with the locked-in nature of the inequalities. In such cases the scale of the historical

discrimination is so large that there no longer needs to be any conscious intent to

discriminate; the historical legacy of inequality (in housing, education, wealth

etc.) is so large that the inequalities become self-perpetuating: 

In contrast to the individual intent model, the lock-in model suggests that the

definition of discrimination be expanded, to include persistent racial

inequality that can be traced historically to earlier ‘anti-competitive’ conduct.

This definition, and the lock-in model itself, bring to light the historical, insti-

tutional and collective dimensions of racial inequality that the individual

intent model suppresses.69

I am not arguing that ‘anti-competitive’ practices have been eliminated from the

English system: indeed, much of this book is concerned with exploring such

contemporary practices. Nevertheless, there may be utility in the idea that

inequality can become so large and so firmly entrenched that it ‘can feed on

itself ’.70 In particular, the concept appears especially useful as a means of shedding

further light on the persistence of race inequality in educational achievement: the

approach provides a viewpoint that is in marked contrast to the optimistic, even

misleading, nature of official pronouncements. Before examining the statistical
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data, therefore, it is useful to consider how policymakers deploy yearly fluctua-

tions as a means of suggesting that things are improving: I call this ‘Gap Talk’.

Gap Talk

The proportion of students attaining the chosen measure of educational ‘stan-
dards’ varies from year to year (see Exhibits 3.4 and 3.6). These fluctuations are
often cited by policymakers as a sign that inequalities are narrowing and social
justice is being advanced across the system. These occasions represent more than
the mere reporting of the latest statistics: the news of the changing rates is
conveyed with a particular tone and emphasis that encourages positive interpreta-
tions. Talk of ‘closing’ and/or ‘narrowing’ gaps operates as a discursive strategy
whereby statistical data are deployed to construct the view that things are
improving and the system is moving in the right direction. Exhibit 3.8 includes
examples of Gap Talk from 2001 to 2007.

This Gap Talk serves a particular strategic and political purpose. The continual
statements that gaps are being ‘narrowed’, ‘reduced’ and are ‘closing’ deliberately
feed the impression that incremental progress is removing inequality from the
system. As Louise Archer and Becky Francis have noted, the Education
Department has a habit of headlining rises in minority attainment in a ‘self-
congratulatory’ manner that belies the ‘persistent enormity of the ethnicity gap
between some groups’.71 The repeated assertion that the inequalities are being
reduced fails to recognize the scale of the present inequality and how relatively
insignificant the fluctuations really are. In order to gauge the scale of the issues it is
useful to return to the longitudinal data presented earlier in this chapter.

Closing the gap or locked-in inequality?

Data from the Youth Cohort Study (see Exhibit 3.6) offer a unique glimpse of
Black/White inequalities over a longer time span than is usual in educational
statistics. By looking at how the gap has fluctuated in the past it is possible to
consider what similar patterns would mean in the long term. A quick glance at the
raw data shows that changes in one time period tell us little about what may
happen in subsequent surveys. In addition, it is likely that any measure of ‘stan-
dards’ used for accountability purposes would be abandoned once the majority of
students achieve that level of success.72 By its nature, an assessment of educational
‘standards’ must produce both winners and losers. It follows that if the large
majority of candidates succeed, the measure becomes less effective as a selection
device. This response has already begun in England where the proportion of
students achieving five higher grade passes – once an elite measure – has now risen
above 50 per cent. Consequently, the government recently introduced a new ‘Gold
Standard’ benchmark, i.e. the proportion of students attaining five higher grade
GCSEs including passes in English and mathematics. The stipulation that these so-
called ‘core’ subjects be present had the desired effect: whereas 56.9 per cent of
students achieved five higher grade passes in any subject (and its equivalent), only
43.8 per cent could boast that their passes included English and maths.73
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Exhibit 3.8: Gap Talk

2001: ‘long established achievement gaps begin to be narrowed’

Last year, even the lowest scoring local education authority (LEA) in the English
and mathematics tests achieved better than the national average of four years
ago. And the fastest improving areas in the country are among the most
disadvantaged as long established achievement gaps begin to be narrowed.

DfES (2001b): 9, emphasis added. 

2003: ‘major programmes … help to reduce the gap’

[T]here has been a clear expectation that policies aimed at raising attainment
levels amongst pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds will
disproportionately benefit ethnic minorities. Indeed, major programmes such
as the National Strategies for Numeracy and Literacy, Beacon Schools,
Specialist Schools and Excellence in Cities are all expected to have
disproportionate benefits in low social class areas and should consequently
help to reduce the gap. Indeed, some evaluations report that these
programmes are already having positive impacts on ethnic minority groups.

Cabinet Office (2003): 58, emphasis added.

2005: ‘evidence showing that the gap was closing’

Asian and Black pupils made the greatest rate of improvement in 2004
examinations according to figures released today. The proportion of Pakistani,
Bangladeshi, Black Caribbean, Black African and other Black pupils achieving
5 or more A* to C grades at GCSE and equivalent in 2004 has improved by
more than 2.5 percentage points in each group. … Schools Minister Derek
Twigg welcomed the figures, saying that minority ethnic groups were making
great progress and that evidence showing that the gap was closing between
Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils and other pupils at GCSE and
equivalent was also encouraging.

DfES (2005c), emphasis added.

2006: ‘closing the gap’

Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Black pupils have made the greatest improvement
in this year's GCSE results according to figures released today. The biggest
improvers are Bangladeshi and Black Caribbean pupils with the proportion
getting five good GCSEs jumping by 3.5 percentage points from 52.7 per cent
to 56.2 per cent, and 2.7 percentage points from 41.7 per cent to 44.4 per cent
respectively. The increases are well above the national increase of 2
percentage points … Schools Minister Andrew Adonis welcomed this
continuing upward trend and the sustained progress that the Government is
making in closing the gap between Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi pupils
and other pupils at GCSE and equivalent … The proportion of both Black
Caribbean and Bangladeshi pupils achieving 5+ A*- C at GCSE and
equivalent is up 10 percentage points since 2003, compared to a national
increase of 6 percentage points.

DfES (2006d), emphasis added.

2007: ‘significant progress in tackling educational attainment gaps’

We are already making significant progress in tackling educational attainment
gaps but recognise we need to go much further. As a result of work in schools,
the proportion of Black Caribbean boys achieving five good GCSEs is up 11 per
cent points since 2003, compared to the national increase of 7 per cent points. 

Department for Communities and Local Government (2007a), emphasis added.
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Exhibit 3.9: When will the Black/White gap close?

Six-year Trend Percentage gaining 5+ A* to C grade GCSEs

1998 gap 2004 gap

White 47% – 55% –
Black 29% 18 points 34% 21 points

The overall trend: Over this six-year period (1998 to 2004) the achievement
gap widened and so, on this basis, Black students would not begin to catch up
until Whites hit 100 per cent.
Whites hit 100 per cent: Whites improved 8 percentage points in six years (an
average of 1.3 per annum): at that rate the remaining 45 per cent would reach
saturation in about 34 years, i.e. 2038.
The gap finally closes: Black students improved 5 percentage points in six
years (an average of 0.8 per annum): at that rate the remaining 66 per cent
reach saturation (and close the gap) in about 83 years, i.e. 2087.

Ten-year Trend Percentage gaining 5+ A* to C grade GCSEs

1994 gap 2004 gap

White 43% – 55% –
Black 21% 22 points 34% 21 points

The overall trend: Over this ten-year period (1994 to 2004) the achievement
gap narrowed by 1 percentage point. At this rate (0.1 percentage points per
annum) the 21 point gap would take 210 years to close. However, Whites would
hit 100 per cent before that date and, at that point, the gap would begin to close
more quickly.
Whites hit 100 per cent: Whites improved 12 percentage points in 10 years (an
average of 1.2 per annum): at that rate the remaining 45 per cent would reach
saturation in about 38 years, i.e. 2042.
The gap finally closes: Black students improved 13 percentage points in 10
years (an average of 1.3 per annum): at that rate the remaining 66 per cent
reach saturation (and close the gap) in just over 50 years, i.e. 2054.

15-year Trend Percentage gaining 5+ A* to C grade GCSEs

1989 gap 2004 gap

White 30% – 55% –
Black 18% 12 points 34% 21 points

The overall trend: Over this 15-year period (1989 to 2004) the achievement
gap widened and so, on this basis, Black students would not begin to catch up
until Whites hit 100 per cent.
Whites hit 100 per cent: Whites improved 25 percentage points in 15 years (an
average of 1.66 per annum): at that rate the remaining 45 per cent would reach
saturation in just over 27 years, i.e. 2031.
The gap finally closes: Black students improved 16 percentage points in 15
years (an average of 1.1 per annum): at that rate the remaining 66 per cent
reach saturation (and close the gap) in 60 years, i.e. 2064.

Source: calculations based on data from DfES (2005a): Table A.
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Notwithstanding these caveats, the data suggest a shocking conclusion. Exhibit

3.9 presents some simple calculations, based on official data, comparing the

average improvements made by Black and White students over periods of 6, 10

and 15 years.74 The findings suggest that if these trends were continued then prac-

tically speaking the Black/White inequality of achievement is permanent: 

• In each case White students hit 100 per cent before the Black/White

inequality closes: this happens between 2031 (based on the 15-year trend)

and 2042 (on the 10-year averages).

• The soonest that Black students would hit 100 per cent, and finally close the

gap, is 2054 (based on 10-year trends). 

Despite the favourable spin that political Gap Talk places on yearly fluctuations,
therefore, unless we see change on a totally unprecedented scale then past expe-
rience suggests that the Black/White inequality of achievement is a permanent
feature of the education system. Even the most optimistic trends still have White
students reaching 100 per cent well before their Black peers close the existing
achievement gaps. As already noted, in the real world this would not happen
because any measure of ‘standards’ eventually becomes meaningless as more
people attain it. Consequently, the present incremental changes in attainment, accom-
panied by self-congratulatory Gap Talk, disguise a situation where pronounced racial
inequalities of attainment are effectively locked-in as a permanent feature of the system.

Conclusion

While some gaps have narrowed, for example, for black and minority ethnic
pupils, others have proved to be extremely persistent nationally. This is despite
overall improvement in the attainment of all groups of pupils. For example, the
difference in the proportion of boys and girls achieving the expected levels in
English at the end of primary school has remained fairly static since 1999. 

2020 Vision Group Report75

This quotation is taken from an official document announcing a major change in
education policy, asserting the importance of ‘personalized learning’.76 The review
group was asked to consider a new vision for education by 2020. Its final report
runs to more than 50 pages and, although it does not once use the words ‘racism’,
‘prejudice’ or ‘discrimination’, the review claims a deep commitment to changing
the shape of achievement across the country. Indeed, the report includes a chapter
entitled ‘Closing the gap – a system-wide focus on achievement for all’. The report
provides one of the clearest and most disturbing examples of what I have termed
Gap Talk: that is, the assertion that minor fluctuations in rates of attainment
between ethnic groups is evidence that the system is making incremental progress
towards a point where race inequalities in achievement are banished. Incredibly, the
report positions race inequality as a ‘gap’ that has proven amenable to change,
unlike the ‘extremely persistent’ gender gap. I have shown that this is not merely
over-optimistic, it is simply incorrect: it is a deception that hides the true scale and
locked-in nature of race inequality.
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Throughout this chapter I have used official statistics as a means of charting the

major race inequalities that characterize compulsory schooling in England. I have

shown how apparently technical matters of measurement are actually political

decisions because different methods produce diametrically opposed conclusions

from identical data. Hence, changes in attainment that look significant using the

proportionate change model hide inequalities that might be widening when

measured using the percentage point approach. The approaches suggest very

different understandings of policy and, in at least one case, have been used by a

local authority that proclaims its commitment to social justice while setting targets

that will exacerbate an already inequitable situation.

A complex but disturbing picture emerges when examining what contem-

porary data can tell us about the scale and interaction of different inequalities.

Policymakers, commentators and some academics are keen to stress the supreme

importance of economic status and the data certainly confirm that social class

background is associated with gross inequalities of achievement at the extremes of

the class spectrum. However, class does not appear to be equally significant for all

groups: White attainment is much more closely associated with these differences.

The growing emphasis on students in receipt of free school meals (FSM),

therefore, projects a view of failing Whites that ignores the five out of every six

students who do not receive FSM. Contrary to the popular image created by

media scare stories and official Gap Talk, particular minoritized groups (Black

students and their peers of Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage) continue to be

significantly less likely to achieve the key benchmarks when compared with White

peers of the same gender.

Educational targets have become a staple of policy making and each year brings a

raft of new statistical data. Beneath the annual fluctuations, however, certain key

inequalities remain largely unchanged. Each of the principal ethnic groups is much

more likely to achieve five higher grade GCSEs than they were when the main

education reforms got underway. Unfortunately, groups have not shared equally in

the overall improvements. White students are the only group to show an increase in

every survey since the late 1980s and, despite concerted moves to reduce the number

of students who are expelled from school, it remains the case that young people in

each of the ‘Black’ monitoring categories are more likely to be permanently excluded:

a school decision that is strongly associated with the most devastating effects on

subsequent life chances. The Black/White inequality of achievement remains signif-

icant and shows no sign of closing in any meaningful way. 

In view of these findings it is necessary to ask what role education policy has

played in creating and sustaining these inequalities. How did we get here and what

are the prospects for change in the near future? These are the questions that shape

the next chapter.
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4 Policy
Changing language, constant
inequality

Critical analysis in education … must ‘bear witness to negativity.’ That is, one
of its primary functions is to illuminate the ways in which educational policy
and practice are connected to the relations of exploitation and domination in
the larger society.

Michael W. Apple1

Introduction

In recent years there has been an explosion of academic writing about ‘policy’. This

includes a huge range of material, from narrow organizational/managerialist

studies through to international comparisons of policy developments. As Michael

Apple reminds us, however, policy is fundamentally a political issue: it is one of the

means by which power operates. This chapter maps the main contours of recent

British social and educational policy in relation to race: the aim being to under-

stand how exclusions and oppressions have been made, remade and legitimized.

The following extract is from a 400-year-old Royal Proclamation that licensed

a Dutch trader to literally round up and deport any ‘Negroes and blackamoors’

found on the streets of London. I have used the extract several times in my

teaching and students are frequently shocked, not only by the fact that forced racist

expulsions were practised so openly, but also by the simple fact that a Black

presence was so public an issue in Shakespeare’s England.

Whereas the Queen’s majesty, tendering the good and welfare of her own

natural subjects, greatly distressed in these hard times of dearth, is highly

discontented to understand the great number of Negroes and blackamoors

which (as she is informed) are crept into this realm … who are fostered and

relieved here, to the great annoyance of her own liege people who want the

relief which these people consume … hath given especial commandment that

the said kind of people shall be with all speed avoided and discharged out of

this her majesty’s dominions.2

There is a common assumption that Britain was ethnically homogeneous before

the major post-war migrations from the Caribbean and Indian sub-continent in



the mid-twentieth century. In fact, Britain has always been ethnically diverse: the

very name Britain derives from an invading European (Roman) force during the

first century AD. The British Empire was established through colonial warfare,

including the systematic exploitation, murder and human trafficking of the

transatlantic slave trade and so, in a fundamental sense, the history of Britain is

inextricably bound up with racism.3

As the Royal Proclamation of 1601 demonstrates, state sponsored racism is

neither new nor alien to Britain: contemporary politicians (of all major parties)

like to claim ‘tolerance’ as a core British value but a glimpse beneath the surface

reveals that the state has always preferred particular groups. What is most striking

about the Elizabethan proclamation is the familiarity of the sentiments: a ‘great

number’ of people with no natural right to be present are seen as consuming scarce

resources ‘to the great annoyance’ of British people. These are essentially the same

arguments that feature in newspaper articles and radio phone-ins about immi-

gration and asylum issues in twenty-first century Britain. And here lies one of the

major aspects involved in any analysis of contemporary policy, i.e. that policy
embodies strong continuities with the past while it simultaneously reshapes contemporary
priorities, actions and beliefs. The combination of old and new is always complex and

always changing. It is simply wrong to imagine that nothing changes but it is naive

to think that each new policy statement represents a fresh start or a new chapter

untouched by centuries of prior actions and assumptions.

In this chapter I review the wider policy context for race and education debates over

the last 50 years or so, with a particular focus on the years of Labour Government

(from 1997). Much has changed during this time but the continuities are shocking:

indeed, it can be argued that, despite some superficial differences in rhetoric, in relation
to race and ethnic diversity the current policy agenda is more narrowly focused, more mean-
spirited and more obsessed with social control than at any time in the last half century.

Power, policy and discourse

The significance of social policy in general, and education policy in particular, is a

highly complex matter. Policy changes do not automatically lead to any particular

outcome in the daily realities of schooling. Stephen Ball, for example, has argued

that ‘policy’ is made and remade continually in a number of different contexts, each

inter-related, including the context of wider debates that influence basic assumptions

about a field of social policy; the arena of policy production itself; and, of course, the

context of practice where policies can be dramatically reshaped at the chalk face.4

The language and symbols that are used to describe policy are hugely important.

In this sense policy discourse relates not only to specific documents and discussions

about the next round of legislation, it also addresses the wider arena of social action

and controversy, where particular ideas are promoted as ‘necessary’ or ‘common sense’

while others are dismissed as unworkable or even unthinkable. Stuart Hall says: 

A discourse is a group of statements which provide a language for talking

about – i.e. a way of representing – a particular kind of knowledge about a
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topic. When statements about a topic are made within a particular discourse,

the discourse makes it possible to construct the topic in a certain way. It also

limits the other ways in which the topic can be constructed.5

Discourse, therefore, is never merely descriptive; it is constitutive. Discourse

involves power. Deborah Youdell states: 

We can also identify discourses of race or gender that set out what it means to

be a gender or a race, but do it as if these were natural and/or self evident …

While the terms of discourses may well be taken as reflecting ‘truth’, the way

things are, for Foucault these are not reflections but the very moment and

means of the production of these truths.6

In this Foucauldian sense, therefore, the wider debates are at least as important as

the actual policy directives that emanate from sources such as the national

Education Department and local education authorities (LEAs). As we shall see,

debate about race and education is frequently controversial and highly contested.

These debates, however, are vital in shaping the possibilities for greater race

equality in the education system.

Charting race and education policy

Sally Tomlinson produced the first serious attempt to chart the position of ‘race’

issues in British education policy in the late 1970s.7 Since then numerous writers

have produced their own versions, almost all borrowing terms from Tomlinson’s

original.8 This approach typically categorizes changing perspectives and actions via

a series of ‘models’ or ‘phases’. This has its dangers, not least the temptation to gloss

over contradictions and resistance in an attempt to describe (create?) neat cate-

gories. The problem is visible in the wide variety of terms used by authors. As with

previous attempts, my policy map is necessarily incomplete: the start/end dates for

each phase are rarely precise and there are points of opposition and counter-devel-

opments, e.g. where national trends contrast dramatically with local practice in

some areas. Indeed, as Peter Figueroa highlights, the entire post-war period can be

viewed as a succession of developments where contrasting aims (‘pluralist,

antiracist, equitable’ on one hand, ‘antipluralist, racist, anti-immigrant’ on the other

hand) have been an ever-present source of contradiction, struggle and conflict.9

Nevertheless, it is possible to identify certain key turning points and developments

that, in hindsight, appear to have dramatically closed down certain possibilities and

made other priorities seem not only acceptable, but even inevitable. 

From neglect to colour-blind via ‘swamping’ (1945–97)

In previous studies I have presented detailed accounts of the different policy phases

between 1945 and 1997.10 It is not possible to reproduce those analyses in full here

because of the limits of space. It is useful, however, to briefly identify some of the key
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historical trends because so much of contemporary policy is shaped, and given

particular meaning, by what has gone before. Exhibit 4.1, therefore, presents a brief

overview of the main policy directions during that period. As we will see, many of the

key ideas have a disturbing resilience despite the changing rhetoric at a superficial level.

Exhibit 4.1: Phases and themes 1945–97

Ignorance and neglect (1945 to the late 1950s)

• Race and ethnic diversity are largely ignored by policy;
• Blatant popular racism is widespread, including in the public services.

This was a period when the 'signs in windows: “No Dogs, No Coloureds, No
Irish” … were almost iconic in their depiction of London in the 1950s.’
(McKenley 2005: 16) 

‘We didn’t expect prejudice at all. We thought England was the home of justice
– so we got quite a shock.’ (Lawrence 1974: 39) 

Assimilation (late 1950s to the late 1960s)

• Nottingham and London witness sustained outbursts of violence against
minoritized people, including attacks coordinated by fascist groups; 

• Despite the aggressors being White, the issues come to define ‘the colour
problem’ as arising from the destabilizing presence of too many minoritized
people;

• Major immigration controls are introduced;
• Policy assumes the goal of assimilation: the attempt to eradicate (or at least

reduce to an absolute minimum) signs of racial and cultural difference;
• ‘English for Immigrants’ and dispersal policies characterize the educational

response: emphasizing the teaching of the English language and moves to
limit minoritized student numbers at the school and classroom level;

• The concerns of White parents/voters are paramount.

‘The trouble makers … were shouting what others were whispering.’  (Ramdin
1987: 210) 

‘A national system cannot be expected to perpetuate the different values of
immigrant groups.’ Commonwealth Immigrants Advisory Council, 1964
(Tomlinson 1977: 3) 

Integration (1966 to late 1970s):  Assimilation by a new name

• A change in rhetoric: ‘cultural pluralism’ and ‘integration’ become the aims;
• Dispersal ends;
• Race Relations Act 1976 establishes the Commission for Racial Equality

(CRE) to work towards better race relations and advise on changes to the law;
• Curricular materials are produced that focus on lifestyles: minoritized groups

portrayed as strange, exotic and Other;
• Education policy continues to view minorities as a problem needing to adapt

to a largely unchanged system.

‘… not a flattening process of assimilation but equal opportunity, accompanied
by cultural diversity, in an atmosphere of mutual tolerance …’ Roy Jenkins,
home secretary, 1966 (Swann 1985: 196)
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‘[T]o enable integration to take place, it was argued that the majority society
needed to be more aware of historical and cultural factors … [However] [t]he
emphasis was still upon integrating the minorities with the majority society and
culture … This meant that it was up to the minorities to change and adapt, and
there was little or no pressure upon the majority society to modify or change its
prevailing attitudes or practices.’  Eric Bolton (former Chief Inspector of
Schools) (Swann 1985: 196)

Cultural pluralism and multiculturalism (late 1970s to mid-1980s)

• Following community protests, an inquiry is established into race and
education. Its interim findings (the Rampton Report) provide the first official
acknowledgement that racism (in schools and society) is a factor in Black
children's achievement. Teacher unions are outraged and the inquiry
chairman is replaced;

• ‘Multicultural education’ becomes an accepted part of public policy rhetoric
but remains synonymous with ‘lifestyles’ and celebratory approaches:
criticized by antiracists as the 3S’s – saris, samosas and steel bands (Troyna
and Carrington 1990: 20);

• Antiracist movements gather strength in parts of the country but remain
mostly a radical outsider perspective;

• The Swann Report recommends ‘Education for all’: a perspective that
includes a range of approaches. The role of racism is downplayed and the
education secretary effectively rejects the report on the day of publication.

‘… under-achievement is not confined to the ethnic minorities … [Our] policies
apply to all pupils irrespective of ethnic origin. As they bear fruit, ethnic minority
pupils will share in the benefit.’ Keith Joseph, Secretary of State for Education,
March 1985 (Hansard 1985) 

Thatcherism (mid-1980s to 1997): The New Racism and colour-blind policy

• Thatcherism personifies ‘The New Racism’: a discourse that promotes White
interests by emphasizing supposed cultural differences and fear of
swamping (Barker 1981);

• The implied threat of White reaction to perceived ‘bias’ rules out any policy
attention to diversity;

• Colour-blind policies, ignoring/denying racial diversity, are defined as the
only ‘fair’ way;

• A National Curriculum with no meaningful acknowledgement of race/ethnic
diversity is imposed.

‘[There is] no such thing as society.’ Margaret Thatcher (Thatcher 1993: 626)

‘Few things would inflame racial tension more than trying to bias systems in
favour of one colour – a reverse discrimination that fuels resentment. An artificial
bias would damage the harmony we treasure. Equality under the law – yes;
equality of opportunity and reward – yes. These promote harmony. Policy must
be colour-blind – it must just tackle disadvantage. Faced by British citizens,
whatever their background might be.’  John Major, Conservative prime minister
(Major 1997)



Naive multiculturalism (1997–2001): New Labour and the
Blairite project 

Goodbye Xenophobia
Front page headline, The Observer11

It is difficult to over-state the sense of widespread relief with which progressive
commentators welcomed the election of Tony Blair’s ‘New’ Labour Party in May
1997.12 Unfortunately, the promise was short-lived. Initially, at least, there were
signs that equity would be taken seriously but, overall, Blair’s first term in office
can reasonably be described as a period of ‘naive multiculturalism’. Naive because,
although there is evidence of a limited commitment to equity, that commitment
was largely superficial: it consisted of rhetorical flourishes that left mainstream
policy untouched except for the area of separate faith schools, where the action
indicated acceptance of a weak notion of equality of access and diversity of provision
with no deeper analysis of the consequences nor a genuine understanding of the
scale of race inequality in the system.13

Rhetoric but no serious action on race inequality 

In a break with the state mandated colour-blind approach of the previous years,
Labour’s first policy documents involved a new emphasis on ‘equal opportunities’
and an explicit concern with race inequalities. Just 67 days after taking office the
new Government published a statement of its policy intentions, ‘Excellence in
Schools’, proclaiming ‘the Government’s core commitment to equality of oppor-
tunity and high standards for all’.14 The ritual citation of ‘standards’ (measured in
a crude form through national tests) was a clear legacy from the previous
Thatcherite policy phase, but the focus on equality of opportunity contrasted
sharply with the Conservatives’ open hostility to equity issues.15

A further important break with Tory education discourse was Labour’s readiness
to openly acknowledge race inequalities. ‘Excellence in Schools’ included a section
entitled ‘Ethnic minority pupils’ that referred to inequalities in achievement and
offered modest commitments to consult on ethnic monitoring and ‘best practice’ in
multi-ethnic schools.16 A year later another major policy intervention repeated the
same pattern: the first report of the new Social Exclusion Unit (SEU) took
education as its theme and, once again, the scale of race inequities was noted.17

Unfortunately, the symbolic break with Conservative colour-blind approaches did
not translate into meaningful action. Both documents discussed ethnic inequalities
separately from the rest of the analysis and left the main thrust of policy untouched
by any sense of ethnic diversity. Consequently, an understanding of racism and
racial inequality remained almost completely absent from how the principal policy
issues were conceived. As a result, policy continued to pursue colour-blind targets. 

Superficial equality and state-funded religious schools 

One area where multicultural policy did change decisively involved the provision

of state funding for Islamic schools. Labour’s commitment to ‘equality of
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opportunity’ was important, in view of the Conservatives’ open disdain for the

notion, but their actions on race and education remained firmly locked into a

superficial and weak understanding of equity.18 After a decade of refusals by

successive Conservative Governments, within a year of its election Labour had

granted state funding to a handful of Islamic schools. In granting the applications

the Secretary of State reportedly emphasized their technical merit rather than any

ideological points, stating that the schools ‘will comply with the statutory provi-

sions governing all maintained schools, such as delivering the national curriculum

and offering equal access to boys and girls’.19 It is significant that equal opportu-

nities, in terms of gender and access, were mentioned but not, apparently, any of the

related issues that the decision raised concerning religious segregation: as I note

later, the strategic citation of gender equity has become an important feature of

Labour’s policy pronouncements on ethnic diversity. 

An especially serious oversight was the total failure to engage with the contro-

versy over ‘separate’ or ‘segregated’ provision which had, until then, dogged these

debates. When the Swann Committee addressed the issue more than a decade

earlier, for example, it could not agree on a unanimous position: the majority

argued that the existing support, e.g. for Church of England and Catholic schools,

was an anomaly that should be reconsidered; in contrast, a minority of the

committee argued that so long as the anomaly existed, natural justice demanded

that it should be extended to other religious groups.20 At the time Labour’s

decision went almost completely unremarked but it was an issue that would come

back to haunt them later, not least because their own perspective on issues of race

and education changed from one of naivety to cynicism.

Cynical multiculturalism (2001–5): from 9/11 to 7/7

Doublethink … to hold simultaneously two opinions which cancelled out,
knowing them to be contradictory and believing in both of them.

George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four21

The period following the attacks of 11 September 2001 saw a marked change in

public discourses around multiculturalism. In the UK the wider context was char-

acterized by a growing sense of anger and a desire for retribution. The public

mood seemed to fuel, and was in turn heightened by, politicians’ readiness to chal-

lenge elements of public multiculturalism that would previously have seemed

uncontroversial.22 These trends crystallized into an all-out attack on multicultur-

alism when one of the country’s leading Black politicians – the man heading the

public body charged with promoting race equality – declared that the term was no

longer ‘useful’. Any subsequent discussion of race and education suddenly had to

combat a policy context where notions of multiculturalism and diversity were

assumed to have failed. The government, however, did not abandon its rhetorical
commitment to ethnic diversity and race equality: rather than a spirited defence of

equity, these moves can be seen as a cynical attempt to retain the appearance of

enlightened race politics while simultaneously pursuing a policy agenda that

increasingly resembled the earlier assimilationist/integrationist phases (see Exhibit
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4.1) where the voices and concerns of White people were openly accorded a

position of dominance.

Tremendous anger and retaliatory confidence: policy after 9/11 

The impact of the 9/11 attacks in the USA, both domestically and in terms of

foreign policy, is well documented but their effect in the UK is less frequently

remarked. As Matt Adams and Penny Jane Burke note in their work with people in

three English villages, however, 9/11 had a powerful emotional impact even in

areas where there are few minoritized people and the issue of multiculturalism

would ordinarily have been a distant concern. In the following extract Jan (a White

middle-aged administrator) has just been asked about her feelings concerning 9/11: 

JAN: Tremendous anger.

INTERVIEWER: OK, and is the anger directed, do you have a particular direction

of the anger…?

JAN: Well, the perpetrators. And, it isn’t actually a racist thing … but because it was

that race that did it, obviously your anger is focused towards them. Whichever

race did it, I would have been focused, even if it had been white, or, uh,

whatever the group responsible. It is not – some reports since say that people

are anti- um, anybody from that area. Umm, but I’ve always taken people as I

find them, and the only reason I am … is because of what they’ve done.23

Adams and Burke note that despite Jan’s protestations that ‘it isn’t actually a racist

thing’, her ‘constant slippages and elisions, qualifications and hesitations’ betray a

deeper struggle as she tries to convey her reactions without adopting what she

would define as a racist position. They argue, contrary to Jan’s rationalizations,

that the fact that the perpetrators were not White is fundamental to White people’s

reactions: the racialization of the event and the resulting demonization of entire
minoritized communities simply could not have happened had the attackers been part of
the White racial majority.24 The anti-fascist campaigning magazine Searchlight
accurately captured the deadly combination of genuine horror, strategic fascist

mobilization and racist news coverage that fed the poisonous atmosphere in the

immediate aftermath of the attacks: 

There has been a terrible racist backlash in the United States and Europe

following the attack. People have been shot, mosques bombed and young

children attacked. A backlash was always likely … but it has unquestionably

been made worse by the actions of far-right groups such as the British

National Party [BNP], which has sought to brand all followers of Islam as

potential terrorists. The language of the media and political leaders has also

contributed to the racist backlash. The talk of a battle between ‘civilization’

and ‘barbarism’ invokes racial stereotyping … The press reporting on asylum

seekers has done more to stigmatise black and Asian people in this country

than anything the BNP could possibly achieve.25
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The hostility to asylum seekers showed politicians, media and public opinion at

their worst. Following 9/11, as plans were drawn up for an invasion of

Afghanistan, the Taliban authorities were quickly presented as one of the world’s

most brutal and anti-democratic regimes. This was in sharp contrast to the

response that would-be asylum seekers from Afghanistan received just the

previous year when the then home secretary, Jack Straw, stated he wished to see

them ‘removed from this country … as soon as reasonably practicable’.26

As Shabna Begum has argued,27 the aftermath of 9/11 saw a kind of ‘retaliatory

confidence’ on the part of politicians who took the opportunity to position them-

selves as plain-speaking honest folk unafraid to voice ‘common sense’ opinions

despite the supposed threat of censure from the forces of ‘political correctness’.

Straw’s successor as home secretary, David Blunkett, argued that minority commu-

nities must do more to foster a ‘sense of belonging’.28 He subsequently introduced a

policy of ‘Integration with Diversity’ that included proposals to discourage marriage

outside the so-called ‘settled community’; to speed up deportation; and to test the

English language skills of new migrants.29 The proposals had an unmistakably assim-

ilationist/integrationist tone: not only was the language the same (‘integration’ into

mainstream society once again became the supreme policy objective) but so too were

many of the policy prescriptions including a renewed focus on English language

teaching and an attack on so-called mono-cultural schools (which seem predomi-

nantly to be interpreted as those with a disproportionate number of minoritized,

rather than a majority of White, students).30

The temperature of the debate was raised further when Blunkett – who has

stated that ‘Trust, plain-speaking and straight talking is something which matters

so much to me as a politician’31 – voiced his fears that ‘Asylum seekers are

swamping some British schools’.32 The use of the word ‘swamping’ was incendiary

because it directly echoed Margaret Thatcher’s warning, 25 years earlier, that

‘people are really rather afraid that this country might be swamped by people with

a different culture’: 33 a statement that is often seen as iconic of the Thatcherite

New Racism (see Exhibit 4.1).

The popular press took this claim to new heights when it covered the 2003

report by the official schools inspectorate for England. Although the chief

inspector was quoted as saying that only around 3 per cent of schools in England

have more than one in ten asylum seeker students (hardly ‘swamped’ by any defi-

nition of the word), this detail was lost amid the sensationalist headlines: those

below are from England’s two top-selling daily newspapers The Sun and the Daily
Mail:

Official: asylum rush causes crisis for schools
BRITISH kids are suffering as schools struggle to cope with a flood of asylum

seekers’ children, an official report warned yesterday.34

‘Threat’ of asylum pupils
The huge influx of asylum seeker children is threatening the education of tens

of thousands of pupils, a report warned yesterday.35
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The following year the whole question of multiculturalism and public policy was

thrown into further doubt.

Trevor Phillips and the end of multiculturalism 

As one of the most prominent Black figures in the country and head of the

Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) – the public body with a legal duty to

encourage better race relations and powers to prosecute offenders – Trevor Phillips

caused a media storm in April 2004 when he told The Times newspaper that:

‘Multiculturalism does not mean anybody can do anything they like in the name of

their culture … The word is not useful, it means the wrong things … Multiculturalism

suggests separateness. We are in a different world from the Seventies.’36

Phillips’s interview focused mainly on the need to address the separation of

different communities and work towards greater ‘integration’. He also warned

that politicians and the media share a responsibility to engage in serious debate

rather than pander to the lowest common denominator in their pronouncements

on immigration: 

The media must deal with facts, rather than some comic-book crusade … The

Government also has to keep its nerve. It must make sure it acts on the basis

of real evidence rather than reacting to some of the fears in some of the news-

papers or some of the focus groups.37

These points, however, were lost amid a political and media scramble to portray

Phillips’s words as a condemnation of everything associated with the concept of

multiculturalism and race equality per se. The Times itself gave the interview top

billing with the headline (alongside a photograph of an Asian man burning a

Union flag):

Britain ‘must scrap multiculturalism’;

Race chief calls for change after 40 years.38

The Conservative Party’s spokesperson described Phillips’s comments as ‘a seminal

revision of the conventional wisdom which has dominated this debate for perhaps

30 years’39 and the leading columnist Melanie Phillips (no relation) wrote an

article entitled: ‘For years anyone who said multiculturalism didn’t work was

branded a racist. Guess what? Now the Left admit they got it all wrong’.40 The

Daily Mail headlined its news coverage of the story, ‘Multiculturalism is dead says

race relations chief ’.41 The Daily Mail’s reaction is especially noteworthy, not only

because it is the second-highest selling daily in the UK, but also because the paper

has become emblematic of the middle-class sensibilities that New Labour judges

to be crucial to its electoral hopes.42

A few days later the same paper published an essay by Ray Honeyford, an ex-

headteacher who had been at the centre of a cause célèbre in the 1980s concerning
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his views on race and education.43 Honeyford’s piece was called ‘Is the multicul-

tural madness over? You must be joking…’.44 Throughout these discussions the

term ‘multiculturalism’ was rarely if ever defined. The word came to represent

virtually any form of argument that White people should not be free to do and say

whatever they please. Any discussion of race and education was now placed in a

context where the dominant theme of public debate was an assertion that all such

attempts had been pronounced failures by the very body entrusted with pushing

forward race reforms.

Simultaneously, several key strands of argument emerged; all of them direct

echoes of the earlier assimilationism/integrationism. First, ‘diversity’ was once

again labelled a destabilizing element. Second, commentators drew renewed

licence to argue for the supremacy of ‘indigenous British’ assumptions and sensi-

tivities (a coded reference to the desires of White people). Third, grossly stereo-

typed arguments were once again paraded under the banner of common sense and

plain speaking. Melanie Phillips wrote:

Those of us who have consistently argued that multiculturalism would …

dissolve social bonds, set minorities against each other and, above all, rob the

indigenous British of their right to their own culture and identity have been

mocked and vilified as bigots. … The phrase ‘multicultural society’ is a contra-

diction in terms because multiculturalism is a recipe for social disintegration.

Mr Phillips’s words are therefore very welcome, and in the current climate

also brave.45

Robert Kilroy-Silk, an ex-Labour MP and former TV talk-show host, added his

voice to those welcoming Trevor Phillips’s statement and taking the opportunity

to drive forward a crude assimilationist agenda. The following quotation is espe-

cially important because of the particular examples that Kilroy-Silk uses to high-

light the supposed gulf between cultures: 

Trevor Phillips has pronounced that it is acceptable for us to take pride in our

own culture. Thank you very much, sir. … There will be a host of uncom-

fortable opinions and unpalatable facts for you to deal with.

We won’t be called racist, will we, when we say that genital mutilation is evil?

We won’t be labelled as fascists when we assert that forced marriages are

wrong? … Right. So let us be clear about some things. First, we must insist

that all those who wish to make their home here must learn to speak English,

earn their own living and accept our culture and political values46

The mocking tone gives a sense of how far to the right the atmosphere had shifted

but Kilroy-Silk’s arguments are far from comic: his examples – stressing an

apparent concern for women’s rights – and his policy recommendations (including

an insistence on learning English) were soon to become the staple of official

Labour Government pronouncements.
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Aggressive majoritarianism (2005–present)

Our tolerance is part of what makes Britain, Britain. 
So conform to it; or don’t come here.

Tony Blair47

On 7 July 2005 a coordinated series of explosions was triggered as part of an

attack on London that killed 52 members of the public and injured more than 700

people.48 The day quickly became known in the media as 7/7 in a deliberate echo

of the 9/11 nomenclature. The attacks served to heighten still further the retal-

iatory confidence of politicians and media: indeed, it is fair to say that the mood

changed from one of retaliation (hitting back) to one of ‘aggressive majoritari-

anism’ where Whites now took the initiative in promoting ever more disciplinary

agendas. The rights and perspectives of the White majority were now asserted,

sometimes in the name of ‘integration’ and ‘cohesion’ (the code words for contem-

porary assimilationism) but also simply on the basis that the majority disliked

certain things (such as Muslim veils) and now felt able to enforce those prejudices

in the name of common sense, integration and even security.

‘Integration’, ‘cohesion’ and social control: Trevor Phillips and British ghettos 

A few months after the London bombings an intervention by Trevor Phillips once

again pushed public debate in a new direction. In September 2005 he gave a speech

warning against the separation of minority and majority communities. In many

ways his speech continued elements of the analysis offered in The Times interview

the previous year, which had been hyped as signalling the end of multiculturalism.

Phillips’s latest speech went further, however, by explicitly cementing the spectre of

radicalized enclaves divorced from the White mainstream. The speech’s title neatly

captured its central message: ‘After 7/7: sleepwalking to segregation’: 

The fact is that we are a society which, almost without noticing it, is

becoming more divided by race and religion. We are becoming more unequal

by ethnicity. … Residentially, some districts are on their way to becoming

fully fledged ghettos – black holes into which no-one goes without fear and

trepidation, and from which no-one ever escapes undamaged.49

Once again media and political reaction was immediate and powerful. Even before

the speech was made, the Sunday Times ran coverage of a leaked version under the

front-page headline: ‘Race chief warns of ghetto crisis’.50 Inside, a two-page spread

quoted Ted Cantle – a government adviser on ‘community cohesion’: ‘[s]chools

tend to reach a tipping point when about 45 per cent of the pupils come from

ethnic minorities. “The evidence is anecdotal”, he said, “but it seems you then get

all the white families leaving.”’51

There are striking parallels here with the arguments that supported the

discredited dispersal policy (see Exhibit 4.1). A 1965 Education Department

circular read: ‘If the proportion [of immigrant children] goes over about one third
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either in the school as a whole or in any one class, serious strains arise.’52 In 1965

the upper limit was set at 33 per cent; 40 years later the ‘tipping point’ was iden-

tified just 12 percentage points higher. 

Trevor Phillips’s comments were, as before, applauded by conservative

commentators. In contrast, more progressive writers, especially Black intellec-

tuals, offered a stark warning on how the arguments were turning reality on its

head by repeating the historical trick of projecting minoritized communities,

rather than White racism, as the problem: 

[T]he value of integration is contingent on whom you are asking to integrate,

what you are asking them to integrate into and on what basis you are asking

them to do so. The framing of the current debate is flawed on all three fronts.

It treats integration as a one-way street – not a subtle process of cultural nego-

tiation but full-scale assimilation of a religious group that is regarded, by

many liberals and conservatives, as backward and reactionary. It is hardly

surprising that many Muslims would not want to sign up to that.

Gary Younge53

Integration is a two-way process. How do you integrate with boardrooms

that only want you to make the tea?

Lord Herman Ouseley54

These sane, wise voices, however, were insufficient to quell the tide of aggressive

assimilationist sentiments. Indeed, Jack Straw MP (former home secretary, later

made Secretary of State for Justice by PM Gordon Brown) made a statement about

the veiling of some Muslim women that added yet more vitriol to the debates.

‘Open season on Islam’: transposition and gender equality

Building on Critical Race Theory Gregg Beratan has developed the concept of

‘transposition’ to describe situations where one form of injustice is legitimized by

reference to a different, more readily acceptable form of argument. When a

musical piece is transposed into a different key, Beratan observes, the sound

changes but fundamentally the song remains the same.55 An example of racist

transposition can be seen at work in the strategic deployment of gender equity

issues as an acceptable trope for otherwise aggressively racist attacks on Muslim

communities. One of the most dangerous and frequently repeated examples

concerns the veiling of some Muslim women: an issue that has prompted racist

harassment of women, including physical attacks.56

In October 2006 Jack Straw MP (a very senior Labour figure) declared that he

would prefer Muslim women not to be veiled and that he routinely asks them to

remove the veil when they come to see him for assistance.57 He subsequently went

further, describing the veil as ‘a visible statement of separation and of difference’

which, in the new context of policymakers’ attacks on anything that delays ‘inte-

gration’, means that it is a problem in need of a solution.58 A wholly predictable

firestorm erupted: many commentators applauded Straw for breaking with ‘political
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correctness’. Melanie Phillips went further, arguing that: ‘This is not about prejudice

or discrimination. It is about cultural survival.’59 Politicians from both main parties

joined in: the shadow home secretary, David Davis, asked in a Sunday newspaper

whether Muslims were engaging in ‘voluntary apartheid’, while in a different paper a

columnist noted that it was now ‘open season on Islam’.60

These debates were not restricted to the pages of newspapers and the radio/TV

news. They translated into changed attitudes and racist physical violence on the

street. A BBC (ICM) poll claimed that a third of respondents supported an

outright ban on the veil while over half supported a ban in certain places (such as

airports and schools).61 Although no official figures on the violent reaction were

ever published, a series of sources documented an increase in racist attacks. The

Evening Standard, for example, reported a 26 per cent increase in ‘racist incidents’

in London schools and drew particular attention to 7/7 and the veil row.62

Similarly, the head of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Ian Blair, was quoted as being in

‘no doubt’ that ‘Muslim women had been subjected to verbal intimidation or

victimisation as a result of the debate’.63 In view of these violent reactions, the

response of some Muslim women was all the more courageous: no official figures

are available but following the controversy there were reports that an increasing

number of young women were adopting the veil in protest. The BBC reported

that one trader, in Straw’s constituency, had doubled his sales.64

The veiling controversy set the scene for a major policy speech by the then

prime minister, Tony Blair, which set out the formal government position on inte-

gration, multiculturalism and contemporary assimilationism.

The duty to integrate: conform or else

As 2006 drew to a close Prime Minister Blair, who had already stated his intention

to step down the following year, made a series of keynote statements intended to

cement his legacy and ensure policy continuity (regardless of whoever succeeded

him). His statement on ‘the duty to integrate’ made headline news and seemed

designed to project a tough, no-nonsense image. TV news broadcasts repeatedly

showed the same soundbite from the end of the speech: ‘Our tolerance is part of

what makes Britain, Britain. So conform to it; or don’t come here.’65

‘In other words,’ as Karen Chouhan noted, ‘Britain’s tolerance is based on intol-

erance.’66 The soundbite was typical of the disciplinary nature of the entire speech.

The tone was established early on when Blair described the current tensions as the

worst ‘in a generation’ and, via direct reference to 7/7, made an extraordinary

statement (‘we’re not going to be taken for a ride’) that could only be interpreted

as a barely coded threat – aggressive majoritarianism and retaliatory confidence

personified:

For the first time in a generation there is an unease, an anxiety, even at points

a resentment that our very openness, our willingness to welcome difference,

our pride in being home to many cultures, is being used against us; abused,

indeed, in order to harm us.
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I always thought after 7/7 our first reaction would be very British: we stick

together; but that our second reaction, in time, would also be very British:

we’re not going to be taken for a ride.67

The word ‘duty/duties’ appeared ten times in the body of the speech and was used

in a cavalier fashion that belied both the complexity of the issues and the very real

fear and intimidation that had grown up around immigration in general, and the

veil in particular. On the latter, Blair acknowledged how ‘very hot and sensitive’

the issue had become but immediately proceeded to claim support from an Arab

source68 and then assert ‘plain common sense’ as the overwhelming reason why

White prejudice should win the day: 

In Tunisia and Malaysia, the veil is barred in certain public places. Now I know

it is not sensible to conduct this debate as if the only issue is the very hot and

sensitive one of the veil. For one thing, and let’s be clear, the extremism we face

is usually from men not women. But it is interesting to note that when Jack

Straw made his comments, no less a person than the Mufti of the Arab

Republic of Egypt made a strong approving statement; and it really is a matter

of plain common sense that when it is an essential part of someone’s work to

communicate directly with people, being able to see their face is important.69

As had become customary, however, Blair was keen to emphasize his (rhetorical)

commitment to equity and, once again, the act of transposition was in evidence as

the attacks on Islam were presented as a concern for women’s rights: 

[W]e stand emphatically at all times for equality of respect and treatment for

all citizens. Sometimes the cultural practice of one group contradicts this … A

good example is forced marriage … We have also changed immigration rules

raising the age at which a person can obtain marriage entry clearance …

One of the most common concerns that has been raised with me, and most

specifically here at a meeting with women from the Muslim community, is

their frustration at being debarred even from entering certain mosques. Those

that exclude the voice of women need to look again at their practices.70

And the speech did not stop at vague threats and innuendo. It announced a new

restriction on would-be migrants that echoed the decades-old obsession with the

English language but actually went further than any previous policy phase by

insisting that the language now become a prerequisite for citizenship. Typically,

however, the measure was presented not as a restriction, but as a requirement of

‘equal opportunity’ and ‘cohesion’: 

[W]e should share a common language. Equal opportunity for all groups

requires that they be conversant in that common language. It is a matter both

of cohesion and of justice that we should set the use of English as a condition
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of citizenship. In addition, for those who wish to take up residence perma-

nently in the UK, we will include a requirement to pass an English test before

such permanent residency is granted.71

This policy is even more restrictive and regressive (likely to disproportionately hit

non-White applicants) than anything enacted in the original decades of assimila-

tionism in the 1950s and 1960s. Indeed, it even meets the strident tabloid

demands voiced by Robert Kilroy-Silk in the aftermath of Trevor Phillips’s

pronouncement on multiculturalism. 

Incredibly, Blair’s successor as prime minister, the then-chancellor Gordon

Brown, entered the same territory a few months later and, not to be out-done by

Blair, announced yet another means of disciplining would-be migrants: 

[I]n any national debate on citizenship, it is right to consider asking men and

women seeking citizenship to undertake community work in our country – or

something akin to that – that introduces them to a wider range of institutions

and people.72

The openly disciplinary nature of this new requirement is made clear by Habib

Rahman (chief executive of the Joint Council for the Welfare of Immigrants) who

notes: ‘Compulsory community service is usually imposed as a non-custodial

penalty for a criminal offence.’73 Put simply, Blair’s successor as prime minister – a

man who prides himself on his socialist background – is recommending that new

migrants be expected to undertake precisely the same activities usually required of

people as part of their punishment within the criminal justice system.

In education this same disciplinary trope combines with the attack on the veil in

the form of new guidance on school uniform codes. Officially entitled ‘Getting

Dressed for Success’, the guidance was published with the following advice: 

Schools should consult parents and the wider community when setting

uniform policy. And while they should make every effort to accommodate

social, religious or medical requirements of individual pupils, the needs of
safety, security and effective learning in the school must always take precedence.74

The guidance goes on to stipulate the criteria that should inform schools’ deci-

sions. Echoing the key motifs of the era, ‘security’, ‘integration’ and ‘cohesion’

feature alongside the anticipated focus on teaching and learning which, perhaps

predictably, support Blair’s earlier assertion that it is ‘plain common sense’ that

‘being able to see [someone’s] face is important’: 

security: schools need to be able to identify individual pupils in order to

maintain good order and identify intruders easily;

teaching and learning: if a pupil’s face is obscured for any reason, the teacher

may not be able to judge their engagement with learning, and to secure their

participation in discussions and practical activities …
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promoting a strong, cohesive, school identity that supports high standards

and a sense of identity among pupils: if some children look very different to

their peers, this can inhibit integration, equality and cohesion.75

It is revealing that although the guidance did not once mention the veil explicitly,

it was precisely that issue which received most news coverage. The BBC ran the

story under the headline, ‘Schools allowed to ban face veils’,76 and the nation’s best

selling newspaper, The Sun, made the story its front-page lead under the headline,

‘Veil ban on kids: schools’ health and safety blitz’.77 As had become usual, the anti-

Muslim sentiment continued to be transposed into the more acceptable language

of gender equity but the façade was not always well disguised; on its inside pages

The Sun ran a longer version of the story under the headline ‘School minister’s

verdict: face veils stop girls learning’. The opposite page, however, was dominated

by a colour photograph of ‘Nikkala 24, from Middlesex’ posing topless.78

Conclusion: policy for white people

In 2004 I was teaching at a ‘multicultural’ summer school for graduate students

from across Europe. The Danish students argued that their country was pursuing

a positive form of integration and they could not understand why British contrib-

utors kept arguing that ‘integration’ was a code word for assimilation. In

Denmark, they argued, integration would be an equitable process involving all

parties in a fair dialogue. 

‘Ok,’ I said, ‘if that’s true, then don’t call it “integration”: call it “the cultural

transformation of Danish society” – because that’s what you’re describing.’ 

‘Oh,’ they said, ‘we couldn’t call it that!’

In Chapter 3 I showed that, for as long as relevant statistics have been available,

certain minoritized groups have experienced pronounced educational inequalities.

In view of the scale and resilience of these inequalities it seemed reasonable to ask

what policymakers had been doing all this time. How had the situation been

allowed to continue unchecked? In this chapter I have analysed the main thrust of

social and educational policy in relation to race equality and ethnic diversity. The

picture that emerges is both shocking and revealing. Essentially, race equality in

education has continued to persist because social and educational policy has never

seriously prioritized its eradication. Rather, policymakers have paid most attention

to social control, assimilation and pandering to the feelings and fears of White

people. Most shocking of all, in key respects the contemporary situation is as bad, and in
some cases worse, than anything that has gone before.

Social Control

It is hardly surprising that the state should prioritize its own survival and, more

specifically, that ruling parties should seek to maintain popularity with a majority

of the electorate. Nevertheless, it is striking that in relation to race and ethnic
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diversity, policy has had an especially disciplinary edge throughout recent history.

From the earliest days of formal assimilationism, in the 1950s, policymakers have

displayed a particular desire to control the size, composition and education of

minoritized groups. This was clearest in the dispersal policy of the 1960s, a policy

that Labour later resurrected as part of its approach to asylum seekers in the

twenty-first century79 and echoed, albeit less formally, in its insistence that

‘cohesion’ and ‘integration’ could not be achieved where minorities were allowed

to dominate individual schools. This view became most strident in the aggressive

majoritarianism that has come to dominate public discourse following the

terrorist attacks on the US and London in 2001 and 2005 respectively.

The events of 9/11 and 7/7 are highly significant in sustaining this disciplinary

edge through the trope of ‘security’ and ‘cohesion’ but it would be a mistake to

imagine that this approach was somehow created by the attacks. Rather, the attacks

provided a new language and the spectre of an iconic threatening racialized Other

that served to justify further disciplinary policies. Hence, policy has become

systematically more assertive of the supremacy of the English language and the

need for minorities to conform to the expectations of the majority (regardless of

whether they are new migrants or those with a population presence dating back

centuries).

Assimilation/integration

It has been argued that policymakers and their advisers often suffer from a form of

‘policy amnesia’ operating in a sort of historical vacuum where they are unaware,

or dismissive, of what has gone before.80 But it may be too simplistic to see today’s

politicians simply as unknowingly repeating the errors of the past: as this chapter

has shown, key themes are constant and their latest forms build upon their

previous incarnations. Nowhere is this clearer than in the fact that ‘integration’ – a

word once dismissed as an historical relic – has been resurrected as one of the most

important contemporary policy terms. 

Like the previous assimilationist/integrationist era of the 1950s and 1960s, the

contemporary period maintains the familiar obsessions of the past, especially the

focus on the English language: 

English literature and language [are] ‘the central expression of English life and

culture and … the central subject in the education of every English child’.

Ministry of Education 195481

It is a matter both of cohesion and of justice that we should set the use of

English as a condition of citizenship.

Tony Blair 200682

These quotations are separated by more than half a century (made in 1954 and

2006 respectively) but they share an absolute certainty in the supreme importance

of the English language. Indeed, the most recent statement goes further than the

earlier one by establishing English language competence as a basic requirement for
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citizenship: something that has never been the case previously and would have

barred entry to thousands of South Asian migrants (especially wives and

dependent children) in the years that separated the statements.

Buoyed by the retaliatory confidence of the post 9/11 and 7/7 popular back-

lashes, and egged on by a conservative press jubilant at the supposed death of

multiculturalism, contemporary assimilationism does not end at language use:

anything that meets with White disapproval now faces the possibility of being

defined as a barrier to integration and cohesion – hence a threat to public order –

and therefore deemed illegitimate. Long-standing and complex arguments about

the status of the veil, for example, have given way to a simplistic majoritarianism

that invokes ‘plain common sense’ and, in the words of official guidance, renders

everything outside mainstream expectations as a potential threat: ‘if some children

look very different to their peers, this can inhibit integration, equality and

cohesion’.83

What Whites want

An unspoken but fundamental aspect of social policy in relation to race and ethnic

diversity is the apparent assumption that, so far as possible, the status quo must be

protected. From the earliest assertions of the supremacy of the ‘host’ society in the

1950s, including the need to demonstrate to White parents that minoritized

students were not damaging their children’s education, through the Thatcherite

‘New Racism’ that talked of difference (rather than superiority) and into New

Labour’s aggressive majoritarian ‘common sense’ assimilationism – the constant
assumption has been that the interests, feelings and fears of White people must always be
kept centre stage.

Throughout the entire period from the 1950s onwards – when policy has at least

acknowledged race and ethnic diversity – two things have remained stable. First, there

has been a refusal to put race equality at the centre of policy. Sometimes this was easy

to detect, such as during the Thatcher–Major years of the 1980s and 1990s when

colour-blindness was official policy and talk of equity was seen as antithetical to high

‘standards’. At other times there has at least been a rhetorical commitment to recog-

nizing diversity but this has never involved anything more than a few ‘specialist’

initiatives that left the mainstream thrust of policy unaltered.84

A second common element in British social and educational policy has been the
strategic deployment of White racial violence as a limit to policy and a threat against those
who would challenge the chosen orthodoxy. This may sound extreme but the evidence is

clear. In the late 1950s, for example, when White mobs terrorized Black and Asian

people on the streets of Nottingham and London the political reaction was to

impose new restrictions on minoritized groups in general and immigration in

particular. In this shameful episode the White mobs, including those organized by

fascists, exerted an influence on policy that was wildly disproportionate to their

number and set a precedent that subsequent prime ministers have been happy to

follow, using the possibility of White violence as a more or less overt threat: 
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People are really rather afraid that this country might be swamped by people

with a different culture … if there is a fear that it might be swamped, people

are going to react and be rather hostile to those coming in.

Margaret Thatcher 197885

Few things would inflame racial tension more than trying to bias systems in

favour of one colour – a reverse discrimination that fuels resentment. 

John Major 199786

[T]here is an unease, an anxiety, even at points a resentment that our very

openness, our willingness to welcome difference, our pride in being home to

many cultures, is being used against us … we’re not going to be taken for a

ride.

Tony Blair 200687

The overwhelming weight of social and educational policy, therefore, has failed to

address race inequality: it has pandered to White racist sentiment and left the prin-

cipal race inequalities untouched. In view of this failure to interrogate policy for its

racist impact, it becomes even more important that assessment systems within

education are fair and transparent, since these are the means by which students are

graded and sorted: this provides the focus for the next chapter.
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5 Assessment 
Measuring injustice or 
creating it?

Imagine a world where a group of people is continually placed at the bottom of the

social pile; in schools, in the labour market, in housing. Imagine that this group is

blamed for its own misfortune: its members are seen as lazy, their families

‘dysfunctional’; they’re just not smart enough. But what would happen if this

group started to pass tests more frequently than the dominant group? Would its

fortunes change? Or would the test itself change? What would happen if the test

was altered and, once again, the group returned to its more familiar lowly status?

Outrageous? Impossible? Think again.

Introduction

Countless people use the results of educational assessments – politicians, jour-

nalists, teachers, students, parents, employers, academics and so on – but how

many stop to consider the nature of the assessments themselves? There is a

tendency to assume that assessments measure something worthwhile and that they

are basically ‘fair’. Indeed, assessment is often viewed as a relatively ‘technical’ area

of expertise, much more likely to be viewed as a neutral ‘scientific’ concern than,

say, arguments over teaching styles or curriculum content. But this view is both

incorrect and dangerous. It is incorrect because assessments are no less a

construction than any other aspect of education and it is dangerous because

powerful groups tend to stamp their own imprint on the assessment system. As

David Hursh observes, using New York as an example: 

Critics argue that an exam’s degree of difficulty has varied depending on

whether the State Education Department (SED) wants to increase the gradu-

ation rate and therefore makes the exam easier or wants to appear rigorous

and tough and therefore makes the exam more difficult. The passing rate for

the exam can be increased or decreased simply by adjusting the cut score,

turning a low percentage of correct answers into a pass and a high percentage

of correct answers into a failure.1

Manipulating pass/fail boundaries is a relatively simple and obvious way of influ-

encing assessment outcomes. But what if certain forms of assessment were shown



to disadvantage particular groups? It is well known that, on average, boys and girls

tend to perform differently in different kinds of test. For example, girls appear to

do especially well in verbal reasoning tests2 whereas ‘boys perform significantly

better than girls on multiple-choice tests’.3 This points to the fact that even if every

student takes the same assessment there is no guarantee of fairness. This, of course,

is a familiar point to critical race scholars.

Critical race theorists have long identified assessment as one of the key mecha-

nisms by which current inequalities are reinforced and legitimized. As Gloria

Ladson-Billings notes: 

In the classroom, a poor-quality curriculum, coupled with poor-quality

instruction, a poorly prepared teacher, and limited resources add up to poor

performance on the so-called objective tests. CRT theorists point out that the

assessment game is merely a validation of the dominant culture’s superiority.4

This is a stark and damning conclusion that many critics of CRT would describe as

over-blown. Unfortunately, the data that I present in this chapter suggest that the

situation is even worse: that the ‘assessment game’ is rigged to such an extent that

if Black children succeed as a group, despite the odds being stacked against them,

it is likely that the rules will be changed to re-engineer failure. I am aware that this

claim will sound literally incredible to many readers. For this reason, I begin the

chapter by reflecting briefly on the difficulty of identifying racism to the satis-

faction of those in power. This leads me to adopt an approach that is in keeping

with CRT but very much at odds with most self-consciously ‘academic’ work in

the Western philosophical canon: I will tell a short story about assessment. In fact,

although the beginning of the story sets out an imaginary scenario, the ending is

very real. My purpose is to encourage you, the reader, to think differently about

the basic issues raised by the recent history of assessment and Black educational

attainment in the UK. 

Along the way I will explore the racist impacts of internal selection at the school

level (via tracking, setting and tiering) and then step back further to look at a

nation-wide change in assessment procedures that appears, based on official data,

to inscribe White racial domination from the moment that children enter the

compulsory school system. The chapter ends with a brief review of the issues

concerning the nature of ‘ability’ in policy discourse. I show that dated and racist

notions of ‘intelligence’, which have been repeatedly discredited, continually

resurface and have been given new impetus in ‘Gifted and Talented’ reforms that

represent an officially sanctioned ‘new eugenics’. 

Assessment and educational inequality: who counts?

The same phenomenon can look very different depending on the perspective of the

viewer; this is especially clear when it comes to identifying racism. It is striking that

whenever critics (activists and/or scholars) propose a case where racism is impli-

cated, there is a tendency for others (usually, but not exclusively, White people) to
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argue that some other factor is really to blame. For every Black student who fails an

exam or is expelled from school (see Chapter 3) there is almost always an additional

or alternate explanation: racism in education is rarely so clear cut that every observer

will agree on it. One of the clearest cases of this within the academy can be seen in

the methodological attacks against antiracist research where, it has been argued, the

failure to prove the existence of racism to the satisfaction of the White academics in

question is sufficient reason alone to assert that such accusations should not be

voiced at all.5 Indeed, even in signature cases like the murder of Stephen Lawrence,

a case that ultimately led to the reform of British race equality legislation (see

Chapter 6), there are always additional possible explanations. For example, as

Stephen lay dying on the pavement (having been stabbed by a gang of White

youths) a 14-year-old onlooker was astonished that none of the police officers

present took action in response to his injuries. The official report notes: 

She was amazed that no-one was attending to the body on the floor or trying to stem
the flow of blood. She saw that there was a lot of blood and her knowledge of First Aid
told her that something ought to have been done.6

The attending police officers claimed not to have seen that there was a significant

amount of blood and to have thought it best to leave Stephen in the position in

which he had collapsed. This claim, essentially one of negligence rather than

racism, was accepted by the inquiry team. 

Rather than rehearse yet another set of definitions to be queried, clarified and

queried again, in this chapter I want to take a somewhat different approach in order

to examine how assessment might be intimately related to the racialized patterns of

success and failure so familiar in countries such as the UK and the USA. Taking my

lead from previous work in CRT, I want to return to the tradition of storytelling as

a means of questioning common sense and making the familiar strange.7 This is not

to run from the demands of scientific rigour and conventional forms of academic

disputation: readers who see no place for storytelling in science may skip forward to

the end of the italicized text at no great loss. My analysis rests on the use of publicly

available statistics and draws on a range of empirical studies (both quantitative and

qualitative): my story is not an alternative to critique, it is a complement to it; a

means of shedding new light on a set of issues whose remarkably damaging conse-

quences might otherwise be lost amid the mundane and routine processes that not

only conceal race inequality but actually produce it.

The ‘wrong’ result: a story about assessment 

Imagine a deeply racist society. In this imaginary society racism saturates all public
agencies. I am not describing a place that is generally nice but where the occasional nasty
individual spoils things. No, this is a society were racism leaves its imprint on virtually
every aspect of life, from birth to death (and everything in between).

Now, of course, in a society so deeply patterned by racism not everything is plain sailing
for the dominant group. People don’t simply accept their subjugation no matter how long
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it has been practised nor how frequently they are assaulted. There are continual points of
conflict and resistance but most of the time these are kept in check and barely register on
the ‘mainstream’ consciousness. Consequently, the dominant group is able to sustain its
preferred fiction: that the despised people have only themselves to blame for their
misfortune. This is possible because – in this imaginary place – racism is present
throughout every major part of society. Racism patterns its political system and its public
services including the police, the media and the schools.

Until, that is, one day something goes wrong. One day it is discovered that, despite all
the odds, the despised group is excelling in school. Totally contrary to the dominant group’s
view of how things should be, it emerges that the despised group is really good at some-
thing. And to make matters worse, this is not something that can be dismissed as frivolous
or entertaining, like being good dancers, musicians or athletes.

It emerges that the despised group is excelling in a school test. They are not yet out-
performing throughout the entire educational system but it becomes clear that on one
particular kind of assessment they are not just holding their own, they are the very highest
achievers. The dominant group is stunned: how can this be?

Now, of course, in this imaginary racist society such a thing cannot be permitted. The
comforting myths of lazy, dull people who fail because of their own shortcoming will be
exposed if they are allowed to display signs of exceptional educational merit.

But what is to be done? An obvious solution is to simply bar the despised group from
taking the test. You can’t pass what you’re not allowed to enter.

Good answer. And, under certain circumstances, that strategy would work. So, let’s
leave the story for a moment to see what this might look like in practice …

Assessing merit or closing down possibilities? Tracking, setting
and tiering 

How children perform in school-based assessments frequently leads to systematic

differences in treatment within school. These differences can quickly make unequal

outcomes inevitable.

Tracking

In the US many high schools place students in different ‘tracks’ that offer academic

classes to those who have performed ‘appropriately’, while less high achieving

students find themselves in more general or vocational tracks. It has long been known

that minoritized (especially African American and Latino/a) students tend to be over-

represented in the lowest tracks.8 Here, they cover a lower level curriculum, generally

receive less stimulating teaching and are more likely to have teachers with low status

in the school who see themselves as less effective educators.9

Setting

In the UK ‘setting by ability’ is the most common form of within-school selection;

here, students are placed in separate hierarchical teaching groups for one or more
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subjects.10 This approach is supported by government as a means of ‘raising stan-

dards’. For example, the Labour Party’s 1997 election manifesto stated explicitly

that setting works ‘for the benefit of high fliers and slower learners alike’,11 a claim

that is directly contradicted by the international research evidence.12 Nevertheless,

setting retains a key place in education policy: in 2007, shortly before taking up his

new role as prime minister, for example, Gordon Brown made a commitment to

setting a cornerstone of his plans for ‘world class’ schools.13

Research suggests that setting embodies exactly the same kind of racist

processes and outcomes seen in US tracking systems. Indeed, one of the most

consistent findings in research on school-based selection processes is that when

teachers are asked to judge the ‘potential’, ‘attitude’ and/or ‘motivation’ of their

students they tend to place disproportionate numbers of Black students in low

ranked groups.14 Exhibit 5.1, for example, shows the proportion of students

placed in the top mathematics set in schools that took part in ‘Aiming High’, a

national initiative meant specifically to raise the achievement of Black students.15

Mathematics is especially important because it is one of two ‘core’ subjects (along

with English) that are required in the new ‘Gold Standard’ benchmark of

achievement (see Chapter 3). Additionally, mathematics is the subject most likely

to use setting: in the ‘Aiming High’ sample, for example, 88 per cent of secondary

schools used setting in Key Stage 3 (when students are aged 11–14) rising to 100

per cent for the final two years (Key Stage 4).16

Exhibit 5.1 shows that the ethnic groups that tend to achieve well in GCSE

exams at age 16 (Indian and White) are generally more likely to feature in the top

maths sets earlier in their school careers. Similarly, students in ethnic groups that

tend to achieve less well in their GCSEs (Black Caribbean, Black African) are less

likely to appear in the top set than their White peers of the same gender.

This association between set placement and final achievement is hardly

surprising. Advocates of setting would argue that the relationship simply reflects

the ‘higher ability’ of certain groups over others. However, a more critical

perspective suggests that the relationship may reflect a causal element, i.e. that

certain groups do well because they are placed in higher sets. Certainly, it is known

that teachers decide set placement on a variety of criteria, not merely test scores,

and so set placement does not unproblematically reflect prior attainment earlier in

the school. Disciplinary concerns and perception of student ‘attitude’, in

particular, have been documented as factors that teachers take into account and

which may exert a disproportionately negative impact on Black students.17 This is

especially worrying because research on the mathematics achievement of almost

1,000 students shows that young people with matched attainment at age 14

achieved systematically different results just two years later depending on which

set they had been placed in: on average the higher the set, the higher their final

attainment.18

The size of the Black/White gap in set placement (see Exhibit 5.1) is surpris-

ingly large in view of the social class composition of the Aiming High schools. The

30 schools had more than twice the national average proportion of students in

receipt of free school meals (FSM)19 and, as I noted in Chapter 3, outcomes for
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Black and White FSM students tend to be equally low. We might have expected,

therefore, that set placements in Aiming High schools would not show significant

differences by race. However, comparing White and Black Caribbean students

(the largest of the ‘Black’ groups in the sample) shows that the Whites were more

than twice as likely to be placed in the top maths sets compared with their Black

Caribbean peers of the same gender.

Students’ differential set placement is especially important, not only because of

its curricular, pedagogical and attainment consequences, but also because it largely

determines the tier of GCSE examination that young people are entered for at age

16. This is a crucial decision that literally places an upper limit on the grades that

can be awarded regardless of how well students perform in the actual test.

Tiering

The GCSE was introduced in 1988 and since then most subjects have adopted an

approach known as ‘tiering’ (see Exhibit 5.2). In most subjects teachers allocate

students to one of two separate exam tiers (in mathematics there were three tiers

until 2006, when it adopted the two-tier model). Students may only enter one tier

(there is no dual entry) and the tier places a higher and lower limit on the grades

available. Those in the bottom level (called the ‘Foundation Tier’) cannot do

better than a grade C in most subjects; meaning that study at advanced level may

be out of the question because the necessary grades A* to B cannot be awarded in

that tier. In mathematics, under the three-tier system, the Foundation Tier denied

even a grade C; usually taken as the minimum requirement for entry to higher

education and the professions. 

In the first study to explore the relationship between race and tiering, Deborah

Youdell and I discovered that two-thirds of Black students in two London

secondary schools were entered for maths in the lowest tier. No matter how many
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questions they answered correctly, therefore, two out of three Black children could

not possibly achieve the required pass grade in maths because the examination

simply did not permit it.20 The Aiming High sample allows us to explore the same

issue in a larger number of schools, from across England, several years after the

first research was completed. 

As Exhibit 5.3 demonstrates, compared with their peers of the same gender in

the main ethnic groups in the Aiming High schools, Black Caribbean students were
the most likely to be placed in the Foundation Tier for GCSEs in both mathematics and
English. As with set placement, the gap between Black Caribbean and White

students in the Foundation Tiers was significant: at least 15 percentage points

regardless of gender and curricular area.

The research evidence lends support, therefore, to the notion that setting and

tiering operate in a cumulative fashion whereby initial decisions about set

placement (that disadvantage Black students) compound inequity upon inequity

until (because of tiering) success can become literally impossible. It is difficult to

think of a clearer example of institutional racism than a test that is disproportion-

ately taken by Black students and in which the highest grades are literally impos-

sible to achieve (the fate of all Foundation Tier students). 

And so, if we return to the story of a mythical crude racist society, we can see

that denying entry to the test might provide a solution to the dominant group’s

dilemma. GCSE tiers are not widely understood (by students or parents, let alone

the general public). Indeed, the case of GCSE tiering offers a neat example of how

the dominant group could respond without even having to compromise its

preferred narrative, that the despised group fails because of its own deficiencies

rather than because of racism: the dominant group would simply report that the

despised group was not good enough to take the test. But in the imaginary racist

society of my story, the problem is bigger than that because denying access to the

test is not an option. …

Once upon a time, when Black children did best

Despite the evidence of institutional racism throughout in-school selection

processes, inequalities of attainment and access (in tracking, setting and tiering)

are commonly explained by reference to prior attainment. Hence, it is argued, each

decision simply reflects the already lower attainments of Black students at a

previous point in their educational careers. But what if Black students started

school doing as well, or even better, than their White peers? We can predict the

dilemma that such a situation would produce: 

Back in our invented racist society, let’s imagine that the despised group is excelling at
a test that every student must take. You see, in the place I’m asking you to imagine, the
state has decreed that all children must be tested throughout their school careers. They are
each stamped with a unique code number and a log of their successes – and failures –
follows them throughout the system.
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And so everyone must take the test. But if the dominant group cannot restrict entry to
the test it seems that only one course of action remains: it must change the test. The test
must be redesigned so that the despised group no longer succeeds. Simple.

But, of course, such a crass and obviously racist set of events would threaten the
dominant group’s pretence of fairness, wouldn’t it? Such actions could never occur in the
real world. There would be an outcry. Wouldn’t there?

Black children and ‘baseline’ assessments

In 2000, with my colleague Heidi Safia Mirza, I co-authored a national report on

the relationship between race, class and gender inequalities in education. The

report was an independent review of evidence commissioned by Ofsted, the

official schools inspectorate, as part of its response to the Stephen Lawrence

Inquiry.21 The work was widely reported in the media (including coverage on

national TV, radio and newspapers) and certain findings received particular

attention. First, in conflict with the dominant stereotypes, we found that there was

a great deal of variation in attainment by minority groups in different parts of the

country. In 2000 there was no legal obligation to monitor education results by

ethnic origin but an increasing number of local education authorities (LEAs) were

starting to gather this data, especially where the statistics were needed in order to

bid for additional resources from central government. It was precisely this impulse

that had led more than 100 LEAs to provide data which, after a somewhat

protracted series of negotiations, we were able to access and analyse.22 Contrary to

expectations, we discovered that for each of the principal minoritized groups there

was at least one LEA where that group was the most likely to achieve five or more

higher grade GCSE passes.23 This surprised many, including the Education

Department, which had previously not realized the scale of variation within (as

well as between) different groups.

A second finding that startled many observers arose from the same dataset.

Most of the 118 LEAs on which we had data reported ethnic breakdowns from the

age of 11 onwards, the point where most students move into secondary school.

However, six LEAs also monitored students’ achievements at age five, in the so-

called ‘baseline’ assessments carried out when children entered compulsory

schooling. The data on all six LEAs indicated that Black attainments fell relative to

the LEA average as the children moved through school. The data on one LEA was

especially striking: in the largest LEA in our sample (also one of the biggest

authorities in the country) we found that Black children were the highest achieving

of all groups in the baseline assessments (see Exhibit 5.4). 

Exhibit 5.4 compares the local average and the proportion of Black children

attaining the required level in national assessments at age 5, 11 and 16. At age five

Black children were significantly more likely to reach the required levels: 20

percentage points above the local average. At age 11, however, Black children in the

same LEA were performing below the local average. And at age 16, the end of

compulsory schooling, the inequality was so bad that Black children were the lowest
performing of all the principal groups: 21 percentage points below the average.24
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In the report we noted that previous work had already begun to document the

relative decline in Black attainment at later stages in the education system. A year

earlier research for the pressure group Race on the Agenda had shown a similar

pattern between the ages of 11 and 16. Its study used data on ten LEAs in and

around London and showed that between the end of primary school and the end

of secondary school, on average, African Caribbean students dropped more than

20 percentage points relative to the national average (see Exhibit 5.5).25

Prior to our Ofsted report, therefore, data were already suggesting that

Black/White inequalities might be worsening as children move through the

system. What marked out our report for particular attention, however, was 

the prominence of our funders and the range of our data. Unlike previous analyses

the data in Exhibit 5.4 started at age five, much earlier than any other available

data. In addition, by showing Black children as the highest achievers in the baseline

assessments the data fundamentally challenged the assumption that Black children

entered the school system poorly prepared (a common argument at the time). This

was an important finding that quickly passed into the wider arena of debate on

race and achievement. This view of Black children’s attainments is now very widely

cited; for example, the report is often used as a major source on race and education

in textbooks.26 The finding on five-year-olds has also passed into wider non-

academic understandings and is frequently quoted as part of the context for

debates on Black achievement: 

According to government figures, black pupils start primary school with

some of the highest scores in baseline assessments of initial ability. But after

two years they begin to slip behind other pupils. 

The Guardian27

–25
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Source: adapted from Gillborn and Mirza (2000): Figure 5.
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Exhibit 5.4: Black performance relative to LEA average at selected ages, 1999
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When African and Afro-Caribbean children start school at five they do as well

in tests as white and Asian children. By the age of 11 their achievement levels

begin to drop off. By 16 there has been a collapse. 

Diane Abbott MP28

It is remarkable that in such a short time (these statements occurred less than five

years after the report’s publication) this once startling fact became an accepted part

of the educational landscape, frequently used to highlight race inequality in the

education system. Unfortunately, there is something even more remarkable,

because in that same five-year period the system of assessment on entry to school

changed and so did the patterns of attainment: Black children are no longer the

highest achieving group, in fact, they are now among the lowest performers.

New assessment, new outcomes but a familiar story?

The Foundation Stage Profile

The term ‘Foundation Stage’ has been officially applied to the period between a

child’s third birthday and the end of their reception year in primary school.29

Simultaneously, the ‘Foundation Stage Profile’ (FSP) has replaced the baseline

assessments that used to take place when children entered primary school. The intro-

duction of the FSP completed a system whereby every child is now subject to

national systems of assessment at the ages of 5, 7, 11, 14 and 16. Each child’s results

are individually recorded and forwarded to the Education Department in Whitehall.

There are several important points to note about the FSP. First, it is entirely

based on teachers’ judgements. The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority

(QCA) describes it this way: 

–35
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Source: adapted from Richardson and Wood (1999): Table 4.

Exhibit 5.5: Black performance relative to national average at age 11 and age 16:
ten LEAs, 1998



Throughout the foundation stage, as part of the learning and teaching

process, practitioners need to assess each child’s development … These assess-

ments are made on the basis of the practitioner’s accumulating observations

and knowledge of the whole child. By the end of the final year of the foun-

dation stage, the Foundation Stage Profile will provide a way of summing up

that knowledge.30

A second key point about the FSP is that it is a relatively complex assessment in

terms of its coverage. Overall there are six ‘areas of learning’, sub-divided into 13

different ‘scales’ that are assessed individually in relation to specific ‘Early Learning

Goals’ (see Exhibit 5.6).

Exhibit 5.6: The Foundation Stage Profile

There are six areas of learning in the Foundation Stage Profile (FSP), some are
further sub-divided as follows:

1. Personal, social and emotional development:
• Dispositions and attitudes
• Social development
• Emotional development

2. Communication, language and literacy
• Language for communication and thinking
• Linking sounds and letters
• Reading
• Writing

3. Mathematical development
• Numbers as labels for counting
• Calculating
• Shape, space and measures

4. Knowledge and understanding of the world

5. Physical development

6. Creative development

Attainment on each area (and sub-set) is measured using a 9-point scale as
follows:

• A score of 1-3 indicates working towards the Early Learning Goals;
• A score of 4-7 indicates working within Early Learning Goals;
• A score of 8-9 indicates met or working beyond Early Learning Goals.

Source: adapted from DfES (2006a): 31.
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A final significant point in relation to the FSP is that the system was only intro-

duced recently and is still surrounded in some uncertainty. The Department for

Education and Skills states:

The results should be treated with caution as this is the first year that such data have
been collected. The data result from a new statutory assessment for which

teachers have received limited and variable training and the moderation of

results within and between local education authorities (LEAs) has been

patchy.31

In fact, the Education Department was so worried about the quality of the assess-

ments that when the results were first published (in June 2004) the document was

entitled ‘experimental statistics’ and the National Statistics logo was deliberately

not used.32 This first analysis of data from the FSP made no reference to ethnicity

at all. About six months later, however, the department made use of the same

material in an overview of data on ethnicity and education. This time there was a

partial breakdown of results in relation to the principal minority ethnic groups.33

This is highly significant because it was the first time that any FSP data had been

published with an ethnic component.
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Exhibit 5.7: Foundation Stage Profile 2003: pupils meeting or exceeding the
expected level, ‘Language for communication and thinking’, by ethnic
origin



The DfES presentation included a brief explanation about the Foundation

Stage and a note of caution about the level of teacher training involved and the

moderation of results. The document then presented a breakdown of results in

relation to one of the 13 scales (see Exhibit 5.7) and a summary of key findings.

The discussion begins with the following statement: ‘Patterns of achievement for

minority ethnic groups in Early Learning Goals would appear to broadly mirror

attainment gaps at older ages.’34 This is a surprising summary because Indian

students dramatically out-perform other groups at older ages (see Chapter 3) and

yet White students emerge as the highest performers in the FSP. In addition, there

is no reference to how this finding sits alongside previous work in the field such as

the earlier baseline test results. Nevertheless, the document notes that this pattern

is common across all of the 13 scales that make up the FSP: ‘Pakistani and

Bangladeshi children … perform less well, followed by Black African and Black

Caribbean children (with all groups scoring less well than the average on all 13 of

the scales)’.35

The DfES document makes no further mention of the Foundation Stage and

there is no comment at all about previous research on minority children’s assessed

levels on entry to compulsory schooling. Consequently, the reader is left with a

sense of continuity, not change. But these findings run contrary to the now widely

held belief that Black children do relatively well on entry to compulsory schooling.

As I have already noted, this belief is widely stated and re-stated: it appears in text-

books, in the media and even in political discourse. And yet the Department for

Education and Skills published the first ever ethnic analysis of results from the new

assessments and the pattern was reversed without comment.
It is difficult to over-estimate the significance of these events: the received

wisdom has been turned on its head; Black children have moved from being over-
achievers to under-achievers; and the new assessment system that produced these

outcomes is acknowledged to be based on training and moderation that is

described officially as ‘patchy’. And yet the results stand. The new pattern of

attainment for five-year-olds is reported without further comment and one of the

key issues that had raised critical questions about Black children’s treatment in

schools has been erased, almost over-night.

But what about attainment in the local authority that Heidi Safia Mirza and I

had highlighted? The DfES data in the Exhibits are based on national returns and,

as already noted, results can differ substantially from one LEA to another. With

the co-operation of that LEA, we can judge how far the national picture is

reflected at a local level. The result is far from encouraging.

The table reproduced in Exhibit 5.8 shows attainment in all six areas of learning

in the FSP broken down by ethnicity and gender. The table relates to the same LEA

that featured in the Ofsted report of 2000 (Exhibit 5.4). In order to retain the

anonymity of the local authority I have removed the original data and inserted a

figure (positive or negative) to show how each cell’s value relates to the respective

White performance (using the percentage point approach described in Chapter 3). 

In total there are 180 different cells relating to minority attainment in the table:

159 of the cells (almost 90 per cent) show minoritized children being ranked
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lower than their White counterparts. There are just 15 cells where minoritized

students are ranked higher than Whites and most of these are within the areas of

‘Physical development’ and ‘Creative development’: domains where traditional

stereotypes would more easily accept (generate?) such performance.

It gets worse…

In September 2005 I made these findings public as part of a keynote address at the

annual conference of the British Educational Research Association (BERA). I had

hoped that by generating some publicity about the effects of the new assessment,

serious questions would be raised about the FSP, possibly leading to a review of

procedures or even calls for its suspension. I have been in the field long enough to

know that most education news stories have little or no impact on policy but, in

view of the high profile of the earlier Ofsted report and the sheer scale of the turn-

around in results, I hoped that this case would be different. I was wrong.

Although the story received some coverage in print media36 it had little or no

tangible effect. I have been told that questions were raised within the Education

Department but no serious investigation was carried out. Indeed, the Department

publicly dismissed my concerns: 

A DfES spokesman says, ‘The original baseline assessments that Professor

Gilborn [sic] refers to are from six local authorities and from a time when there

was no national system or system for moderation. Those figures cannot be

compared with the figures published earlier this year, which were national and

moderated. A key principle of the Foundation Stage is that no child should be

disadvantaged because of ethnicity, culture or religion, home language, family

background, special educational needs, disability, gender or ability.’37

This is a disturbing quotation. First, the spokesperson uses the national remit and

‘moderation’ of the FSP as the basis for asserting its superiority. There is no

acknowledgement here of the ‘limited and variable training’ and ‘patchy’ moder-

ation (the Department’s own words) that led the DfES to originally label the same

data as ‘experimental’.38 In addition, the spokesperson asserts that a ‘key principle’

is that no child should be ‘disadvantaged’ by factors such as ethnicity, language,

etc. No evidence is marshalled to defend against the accusation of institutional

racism: in an echo of the failure to act on the new laws that arose from the

Lawrence Inquiry (see Chapter 6) it appears that for the Education Department

good intent alone is sufficient. On average the new assessment has placed every
minoritized group below their White peers, but the Education Department is

content.

And worse still…

Since I first raised questions about the FSP additional data has become available on

subsequent cohorts. In view of the ‘improvements’ that the Department claims
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have been made in moderation and training39 we might have hoped that the scale of

some of the race inequalities would have fallen. In fact, the opposite is true.

Data for 2004 and 2005 showed numerous minoritized groups still achieving

below the national average. In fact, this was true in all 13 FPS scales for both years

for students in 9 of the 17 different census categories that the Department recog-

nizes, including Black Caribbean, Black African, Black Other, Pakistani and

Bangladeshi students.40 Worse still, in most cases the size of the inequalities

actually grew between 2004 and 2005 (see Exhibit 5.9).

It would appear, therefore, that improved training and moderation has only

deepened the race inequality that appeared with the introduction of the FSP. This

change in patterns of attainment is hugely important. It is these scores that schools

will use to judge the progress of the students in later assessments. Potentially, the

lower attainments of Black students in subsequent stages of the education system

will no longer be viewed as a relative drop in performance; they may simply be

viewed as performing in line with their now lower starting points. And, in case

you are in any doubt about how quickly the political and educational systems are
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adapting to the new story written by the FSP, consider the following. In 2006,

around two years after the first ethnic analysis of FSP, a new cross-departmental

report set out the Government’s intention to improve race equality across society.

The chapter on education includes the following section:

Identifying reasons for the poor start
Data from the Foundation Stage Profile (FSP) results show that some minority

ethnic groups of children tend to perform less well than their peers. Local

authorities will have to identify the reasons for this and address common factors

that may be obstacles to the development of young children in their area.41

And so the old story of Black educational success at age five has been entirely

rewritten. The new assessment has established Black failure as, once again, the

norm. The change has been accepted as an unfortunate fact and the Government is

asking LEAs to ‘address’ it. 

How did we get here? 

Clearly, these developments raise a series of important questions, most obviously

why does the FSP produce such markedly different results for Black students when

compared with the previous system of baseline assessments? Unfortunately, the

baseline assessments were not around for very long and there was no single national

system. More than 90 different schemes were accredited and they varied a great

deal, especially in terms of their formality and the mix of teacher assessment and

written tasks that were involved.42 Consequently, it is difficult retrospectively to

identify reliable information on the various approaches that were used. In contrast,

the new FSP is a national scheme; it is compulsory; and it is entirely teacher

assessed. This latter point (the reliance on teacher assessment) may offer a clue to

part of the mechanism behind the changes. Work on assessment has long argued

that teachers’ views of group characteristics (such as class, gender and ethnicity) can

affect the scores they give.43 I have already discussed how these processes can

operate at a classroom level (through tracking and setting) and it is widely docu-

mented that Black students tend to be over-represented in low ranked teaching

groups when teachers’ judgements are used to inform selection within schools.44 In

a review of key debates about assessment, Sanders and Horn note the following: 

In England in the late 1980s, when the assessments that make up the General

Certificate of Secondary Education were changed to put more emphasis on

performance tasks (which are assessed by classroom teachers) and less on

written answers, the gaps between the average scores of various ethnic groups

increased rather than narrowed.45

In addition, the change in the timing of the FSP may be implicated in the new

pattern of results. The new assessment is completed by teachers at the end of the

children’s reception year whereas most baseline assessments were completed
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within the first few weeks of children entering school. Some antiracist practi-

tioners have suggested to me that the relative deterioration in Black students’

scores (noted previously in assessments that were spaced years apart; see Exhibits

5.4 and 5.5) may actually take effect during this first year. They report that Black

students are often viewed as relatively advanced when they first enter school:

unlike many White students, they can frequently write their names and read simple

sentences (a sign of the high value placed on education in minoritized house-

holds). However, it is possible that even during the very first year of schooling

such positive evaluations are overridden by teachers who come to see them stereo-

typically as a source of trouble while, on the other hand, their White peers have

time to catch up and show what they are capable of.46

How these changes in outcome have come about, therefore, is an important

question but even more important is the fact that the changes occurred without

apparent disquiet and possibly even without being recognized: there is nothing to

suggest that the FSP results raised any eyebrows at the DfES. Indeed, the

Department’s public response was to question the validity of the earlier baseline

assessments (in which Black students performed well) and to assert the validity

and good intent of the new system.

Boldly stated, the facts are simple: in recent years Black students’ attainments at

the start of school appear to have radically decreased relative to their White peers;

this has coincided with the reform of assessment procedures at that stage and yet

the pattern is reported officially without query and without further comment. This

looks suspiciously like the imaginary racist society in my earlier story.

However, there is a key difference. Unlike the society in that story, I have no

evidence that the changes in England were manufactured deliberately. This is not to

deny their impact and severity: the changes that have happened are clearly racist in

their outcome; Black students, in particular, have been markedly disadvantaged. And,

although the racist impact of the original changes may not have been planned, it is

certain that a decision has subsequently been made to defend the changes and resist

calls for change; the Department’s own statements and actions provide ample

evidence of this. Consequently, the most generous interpretation of these events is that

they arose from the normal workings of the education system: a system that places

race equality at the very margins of debate and robustly defends a new assessment that

produces results that leave all minority groups in the wake of the White majority.

Mainstream education policies are enacted with little or no regard to how they will

impact on minoritized students. This is demonstrably the case in relation to GCSE

tiering and setting within schools, and it is true of the assessment system more

generally. One question suggests itself: Is it possible to imagine a contrary situation

where no action would be taken if a new assessment system resulted in White children

being out-performed by their peers in every minority group?

Before moving on it is necessary to examine one more area where assessment

operates to re-inscribe and legitimate racist inequalities of educational opportunity

and achievement. Tests of ‘cognitive ability’ (otherwise known as ‘intelligence tests’)

arise from an area of supposedly scientific exploration that is continually discredited

but always resurfaces. Most worrying of all, the fundamental assumptions are widely
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accepted as common sense and are used to justify a growth in ‘gifted’ education that

represents one of the most extreme forms of racist assessment.

Ability, intellignce and the ‘new eugenics’

When two dozen prominent theorists were recently asked to define intelli-
gence, they gave two dozen somewhat different definitions.

Task force established by the Board of Scientific Affairs
of the American Psychological Association 47

We must make sure that every pupil – gifted and talented, struggling or just
average – reaches the limits of their capability.

Department for Education and Skills48

The scientific study of human abilities is an area fraught with complex and bitterly

contested divisions. When national bodies have attempted to clarify what is

reliably established they have usually drawn attention to how little is agreed even

concerning the most basic issues (such as the meaning of ‘intelligence’). Despite

this policymakers, advisers and many teachers continue to behave as if the

meaning of intelligence/ability is plainly obvious.

The first quotation (above) demonstrates the lack of any firmly agreed position

on intelligence, even among psychologists. The second quotation shows that the

British Government not only believes in a clear and hierarchical notion of intelli-

gence; it also knows how many groups exist. The quotation is taken from one of

the Government’s most high-profile education reform documents. Published with

a flurry of publicity in 2005, ‘Higher Standards, Better Schools for All’ was meant

to mark a new stage in Labour education reforms: summing up past achievements

and setting out fresh approaches for the future. But much of the document

embodies the kinds of assumption about ability (what it is and how it is

distributed) that were dominant more than 60 years ago and have since been

repeatedly debunked. 

Racist pseudo-science and contemporary education policy

From the late 1940s to the 1960s secondary education in Britain operated a selective

entry system – still maintained in a few LEAs – where access to the favoured

‘grammar schools’ was granted to children who passed the 11-plus exam. On

average, girls scored higher than boys, which logically would have meant that girls

outnumbered boys in grammar schools. However, most LEAs operated separate

pass lists to ensure equal numbers of each sex: at least one LEA made sure that boys

outnumbered girls! Consequently, in most parts of the country girls had to score

more highly than boys to ‘pass’ the same test.49 LEAs tried to justify their actions in

numerous ways and legal challenges dragged on for years.50 It is known that such

tests systematically place a disproportionate number of Black students as failures but

no LEA chose to make good this anomaly by setting a lower pass rate for Black

students and no legal challenge was brought against a biased exam. In short, a gender
inequality was viewed as problematic but a race inequality was taken for granted.
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And now, in the twenty-first century, the government’s aim ‘that every pupil –

gifted and talented, struggling or just average – reaches the limits of their 

capability’51 takes for granted that people have different degrees of potential and,

indeed, that these ‘limits’ can be identified. Second, and most disturbingly, the

statement assumes a three-way split between the ‘gifted and talented’ at the top

end of the distribution, the ‘struggling’ at the bottom, and the ‘just average’ in the

middle. This three-way division is heavy with historical significance: the selective

post-war education system in England was modelled on a tripartite division that

was justified in relation to the psychometric theories of the day. Based on the now

discredited work of Cyril Burt,52 the Norwood Report of 1943 famously

described three types of child, using language full of class and gendered bias: 

[T]he pupil who is interested in learning for its own sake, who can grasp an

argument or follow a piece of connected reasoning … who is sensitive to

language as expression of thought … He can take a long view and hold his

mind in suspense … He will have some capacity to enjoy, from an aesthetic

point of view, the aptness of a phrase or the neatness of a proof …

[T]he pupil whose interests and abilities lie markedly in the field of applied science or
applied art … He often has an uncanny insight into the intricacies of mechanism

whereas the subtleties of language construction are too delicate for him … 

The pupil [who] deals more easily with concrete things than with ideas … Because

he is interested only in the moment he may be incapable of a long series of

connected steps; relevance to present concerns is the only way of awakening

interest, abstractions mean little to him.53

Significantly, a three-way division has also proven alluring to contemporary theo-

rists who propose a genetic racial basis for intelligence. J. Philippe Rushton’s ‘gene-

based evolutionary theory’, for example, asserts three basic groups, each naturally

selected and ordered hierarchically; he places ‘people of east Asian ancestry’ (whom

he calls ‘Mongoloids’ or ‘Orientals’) at the top; those of ‘European ancestry’ in the

middle; and ‘people of African ancestry (Negroids, blacks)’ at the bottom.54

Rushton is the current president of the Pioneer Fund, a ‘not-for-profit’ organization

established in 1937 with the purpose of ‘race betterment, with special reference to

the people of the United States’.55 The Fund describes its aim as: 

… furthering the scientific study of human ability and diversity. We are

resolved to promoting better understanding of our similarities, our differ-

ences, our past, and our future through scientific research and dissemination

of that information to the public – no matter how upsetting those findings

may be to any entrenched religious or political dogmas.56

The Pioneer Fund has made substantial grants to many of the most influential

writers in the hereditarian tradition (including Rushton, Richard Lynn, Hans
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Eysenck and Arthur Jensen) all of whom have asserted a genetic component to

human intelligence which they argue, on average, places Black people substantially

behind Whites in measured intelligence.57 Charles Lane estimates that the Pioneer

Fund made grants totalling more than $4 million to many of the key authors (13 in

total) whose work is cited in Herrnstein’s and Murray’s infamous tract about the

supposedly genetic basis of race and class inequality in the US, The Bell Curve.58

Indeed, Jean Stefancic and Richard Delgado argue that ‘racial pseudo-science, like

that popularized in The Bell Curve, can only be carried out with funding from elite

conservative organizations’.59 In The Bell Curve, Herrnstein and Murray argue:

Putting it all together, success and failure in the American economy, and all that
goes with it, are increasingly a matter of the genes that people inherit.

[T]he average white person tests higher than about 84 percent of the population of
blacks … the average black person tests higher than about 16 percent of the popu-
lation of whites.60

The Bell Curve sparked huge controversy in the 1990s with its claims that African

Americans (and ‘underclass’ Whites) were genetically predisposed to lower intelli-

gence and higher criminality.61 In 1994, as the public controversy raged on, a

group of 52 professors (including Rushton, Lynn, Eysenck and Jensen) presented

themselves as ‘experts in intelligence and allied fields’ and signed a statement that

was published in the Wall Street Journal under the title ‘Mainstream science on

intelligence’.62 Among the statements of supposedly ‘mainstream’ scientific

opinion were the following: 

Genetics plays a bigger role than does environment in creating IQ differences

among individuals … The bell curve for whites is centred roughly around IQ

100; the bell curve for American blacks roughly around 85 … black 17-year-

olds perform, on the average, more like white 13-year-olds in reading, math,

and science, with Hispanics in between.63

These views are presented as if distilled from numerous ‘scientific’ studies and the tone

of delivery is somewhat dry.64 But the meaning is clear. First, the authors are stating

that intelligence is largely a matter of genetic inheritance. Second, they are saying that

most Whites are naturally more intelligent than most Black people: in fact, that the

‘average white’ is more intelligent than eight out of ten African Americans!

Despite these authors’ claim to ‘mainstream’ status, and the commercial success of

The Bell Curve,65 most policymakers would publicly reject any suggestion of innate

racial inferiority. However, the fact is that policymakers in Britain act as if they

fundamentally accept the same simple view of intelligence (although they

substitute the term ‘ability’) as a relatively fixed and measurable quality that differs

between individuals. This is what Deborah Youdell and I have termed ‘the new

IQism’, that is, a view of ‘ability’ that encodes deeply regressive (and erroneous)
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assumptions about intelligence, once familiar in the discredited IQism of the

1960s.66 In fact, this view of ability/intelligence is demonstrably false.

Ability/intelligence is not relatively fixed: there is no measure of potential

[H]uman abilities are forms of developing expertise … tests of abilities are no
different from conventional tests of achievement, teacher-made tests adminis-
tered in school, or assessments of job performance. Although tests of abilities
are used as predictors of these other kinds of performance, the temporal
priority of their administration should not be confused with some kind of
psychological priority … There is no qualitative distinction among the various
kinds of measures …The fact that Billy and Jimmy [sic] have different IQs tells
us something about differences in what they now do. It does not tell us
anything fixed about what ultimately they will be able to do.67

This quote is from someone working within the psychometric field: Robert J.

Sternberg, the IBM professor of psychology and education at Yale, who is a major

figure in contemporary ‘intelligence’ testing and a leading theoretician in the field of

human abilities and giftedness. Sternberg has devoted considerable energy to his

thesis that ‘abilities’ are ‘forms of developing expertise’. However, Sternberg’s central

argument is not as revolutionary as some might think. The Cleary Committee,

appointed in the 1970s by the American Psychological Association, stated that: 

A distinction is drawn traditionally between intelligence and achievement tests.

A naive statement of the difference is that the intelligence test measures capacity
to learn and the achievement test measures what has been learned. But items in all
psychological and educational tests measure acquired behaviour …68

Contrary to popular belief, therefore, there is no test of capacity to learn nor

academic potential: every test so far conceived measures only what a person has

learnt to that point. Despite the ‘scientific’ façade that surrounds the industry of

standardized testing, therefore, we must remember that tests – all tests – measure

only whether a person can perform well on that particular test at that particular

time. If a student is given focused support and preparation for a test, including so-

called ‘cognitive ability tests’ (the preferred term for contemporary IQ tests among

those constructing and selling them), then on average their performance improves

significantly.69 This is a hugely important fact that is rarely given the significance it

deserves, so let me put it another way.

Ability, intelligence and the driving test 

One way to think about assessment in education is to compare our use of school

tests with our use of other assessments, such as the driving test. Schools routinely

assume fixed differences in potential on the basis of their assessment of students’

performance. They separate children into different groups (tracks, sets and tiers)

that are treated very differently and, not surprisingly, eventually emerge with
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markedly different results. But this is the equivalent of saying that people who do

not pass their driving test on the first attempt have demonstrated that they cannot

attain complete proficiency behind the wheel. Does society deny such people the

opportunity to drive or at least limit the engine capacity of their vehicles? Of

course not; the suggestion is ludicrous. In reality, people take additional lessons

and, on the basis of their improved performance, the vast majority eventually

make the grade. Society does not assume that a poor driving test denotes an inner

deficiency that can never be made good, but that is precisely how children are

treated in terms of their academic potential.

Gifted and Talented: elite and privileged

[T]he needs of gifted and talented children in inner city schools are not given
the priority they deserve … Secondary schools will be expected to develop a
distinct teaching and learning programme for their most able five to ten per
cent of pupils.70

In the late 1990s, the Labour government announced a scheme to reward schools

for identifying their ‘gifted and talented’ children and to provide enhanced

teaching and resources to cater to their particular needs. In view of previous work

on the racialized nature of selection in schools antiracists warned that Gifted and

Talented registers would further institutionalize racism in schools. These warnings

were rejected. Responding to public criticism that I had made, for example, the

Education Department stated: ‘The gifted and talented scheme will identify

children by looking at ability, rather than attainment, to capitalise on the talents of

the individual child, regardless of ethnic background.’71 Incredibly, its own

rebuttal demonstrates clearly that the Education Department is working under the

familiar but mythic belief that ‘ability’ and ‘attainment’ are somehow different; as

if ‘ability’ were some inner quality or potential.

As previous research has demonstrated, regardless of the form of assessment used

(whether relying on teachers’ judgements or on formal IQ/cognitive ability tests) the

odds are stacked against Black children. Exhibit 5.10 shows the scale of the problem.

Three years after my initial warning, and the official rebuttal, the DfES published the

first breakdown of Gifted and Talented cohorts by ethnicity. The data show that

White students are identified as ‘gifted and talented’ at more than twice the rate of

Black Caribbean children and five times the rate for their Black African peers.72

The new eugenics

Eugenics – the attempt to engineer a supposedly stronger, more intelligent popu-

lation by selective breeding and other approaches (including the sterilization of

‘inferior’ groups) – was dealt a severe public relations blow by the atrocities

committed by Nazi Germany in the twentieth century. But eugenics is far from

dead. In the words of Bernadette Baker, there is a ‘new eugenics’ visible in ‘the

everyday dividing, sorting and classifying practices of schooling’ that relate ulti-

mately to the ‘“quality control” of national populations’.73 Indeed, numerous



authors, working in different subject specialisms in different countries, have each

used the same phrase to describe the renewed popularity of beliefs in genetically

patterned and heritable causes of socially constructed inequalities.74

In fact, eugenic thinking is remarkably close to the surface in contemporary

education. For example, as part of the Gifted and Talented reforms the British

government established a National Academy for Gifted and Talented Youth

(NAGTY) at a cost of £20 million over the first four years.75 The NAGTY was

consciously modelled on the Center for Talented Youth at Johns Hopkins

University in the US.76 Significantly, the US centre was established by Julian C.

Stanley, one of the 52 ‘experts’ who signed the Wall Street Journal statement on IQ

and race. But establishing a eugenic motive to the NAGTY does not require such

detective work, important though the link is. To judge the dangers inherent in the

Gifted and Talented programme in general, and NAGTY in particular, we need

only consult the organization’s website: 

[T]here are reasons that transcend education policy that suggest that a

country would be well-advised to give gifted education a more central

location. Today’s gifted pupils are tomorrow’s social, intellectual, economic

and cultural leaders and their development cannot be left to chance. Where it

is left to chance, evidence from England and elsewhere indicates that educa-

tional progress is not so much a question of intellectual merit but rather a

question of affluence, with the most affluent receiving the best education and

therefore achieving most highly. This suggests significant intellectual ability

being untapped and unnoticed.77
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There are several things of note here. First, the eugenic assertion that ‘Today’s

gifted pupils are tomorrow’s social, intellectual, economic and cultural leaders’ is

clear: NAGTY assumes that it is dealing with the cream of the crop with no doubt

about the efficacy or scope of its selection methods. But even more worrying is the

attempt to pass off the privileging of those students fortunate enough to have been

identified as ‘gifted and talented’ – and we have seen that the process is deeply

racialized – as a victory for equality of opportunity. The statement that ‘significant

intellectual ability [is] being untapped and unnoticed’ sounds laudable but

NAGTY’s performance, like the Gifted and Talented scheme more widely, offers

little hope that anything is changing: the most recent inspection reports have

stated that ‘only small numbers from Pakistani, Black African and Black Caribbean

heritages’ appeared on NAGTY courses.78 Despite the rhetoric of new opportu-

nities and benefits for all, therefore, Gifted and Talented education is operating as

an additional even more extreme example of how contemporary assessment

produces racist inequalities under the guise of a meritocracy. 

Conclusion

Our society must rationalize a larger and larger disparity – measured by the
difference between equality of results and equality of opportunity. Because we
want to believe that our country gives every person an equal chance to succeed,
we must justify social stratification on other grounds. We turn to genetics since
it allows us to explain why whites hold most of the wealth … after all – whites
are biologically superior.

Richard Delgado79

Richard Delgado has commented that advanced capitalist systems, such as the US,

UK and Australia, face a contradiction between their twin attachments to neo-

liberalism and free-market economics on the one hand, and equality of oppor-

tunity on the other hand. This contradiction threatens the stories that our nations

tell about themselves, as lands of freedom and opportunity. The solution lies in

assessments that label minoritized groups as inferior and explanations that identify

the cause as their own deficiencies. 

In this chapter I have described how the systems of setting and tiering operate

to deny a disproportionate number of Black students the possibility of gaining the

best pass grades in the high stakes tests that mark the end of compulsory schooling

in England. Despite the rhetoric of ‘higher standards for all’, the simple fact is that

many Black students are locked into an examination that, by enforcing fixed grade

limits for different papers, makes the highest grades literally impossible to attain. I

have also described how a new system of assessment for five-year-olds appears to

have erased, virtually over-night, the only part of the system where Black children

were relatively successful. Perhaps most frightening of all, I have shown how

official data suggest that the reinstated Black/White inequality for five-year-olds is

growing at the same time that teachers’ training in the new system is supposedly

reaching new heights. Finally, I reviewed assumptions about the nature of ‘ability’

and showed how long-discredited beliefs about intelligence are being re-coded and
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reinforced through contemporary policy that claims to be meritocratic while it

enacts a deeply racist approach that amounts to a New Eugenics of Gifted and

Talented education for the few – most of whom happen to be White.

In this chapter, therefore, I have used the case of assessment and testing to raise

fundamental questions about the possibility of socially just outcomes in an

education system dominated by the perspectives of White policymakers and prac-

titioners. The evidence suggests that assessment does more than merely record
inequality: it is implicated in the processes that produce and sustain inequality. This

offers yet another challenge to the assumption, common to liberal democratic

societies, that race inequality is a temporary aberration and that race is a marginal

issue in society at large, and the education system in particular. A critical

perspective on race and education highlights that – whatever the rhetoric – race

inequality is a constant and central feature of the education system. In this chapter

I have tried to show how even the most dramatic of set-backs can happen without

apparent malice, and even without comment. Until we address the presence of

racism, as a fundamental defining characteristic of the education system, the

present situation is unlikely to change in any meaningful sense, irrespective of

superficial rhetorical commitments to inclusion, civil rights and social justice. 

Liberal opponents of Critical Race Theory might argue that such dramatic

moves against racism have already occurred. In the US, for example, the civil

rights gains of the 1960s are celebrated as historic landmarks; in the UK the

Stephen Lawrence case is often held up as showing that the system is capable of

addressing racism and launching far-reaching reforms as a result. I address these

arguments in the following chapter and show how the consequences of these cases

are far less certain than might first be assumed.
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6 The Stephen Lawrence case: 
An exception that proves the
rule?

The Lawrence tragedy is our tragedy.
Nelson Mandela1

Introduction

The key driving force behind advances in the rights of minoritized groups is

minoritized groups themselves. In England every notable development taking

forward antiracist education has arisen in some way as a direct result of action by

minoritized people. Often the catalyst for change nationally is a major protest or

public injustice, frequently involving bloodshed, even death. These are typically

presented, by policymakers and media commentators, as if they arise randomly,

when some fluke occurrence exposes a problem and action is taken to rectify the

anomaly; one more step on the steady road of incremental advance towards ever

greater inclusion and social justice. The most notable example in recent British

history was sparked by the racist murder of a Black teenager, Stephen Lawrence.

Over a period of several years the case grew to occupy a place in British cultural

politics at least equivalent to the O.J. Simpson trial and the Rodney King case in

the US. 

Murdered in cold blood on a London street for no other reason than his race,

Stephen Lawrence’s killers have never been brought to justice. After a prolonged

and painful campaign the Lawrence family eventually won a public inquiry into

the police’s failure to successfully prosecute his attackers. The catalogue of police

racism and incompetence was such that when the inquiry report was published

the Government announced its intention to take forward new race equality legis-

lation which ultimately included specific duties that affect every state-funded

school in the country. The move was hailed as a turning point in British race rela-

tions: now, less than a decade after the Stephen Lawrence inquiry, the education

system appears mostly to have ignored its legal duties and Government seems to

have abandoned its short-lived commitment to challenge institutional racism

across the public services. For ease of reference a detailed timeline, setting the

events in their historical context, is provided at the end of the chapter (Exhibit

6.1).
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This chapter documents what happened and, using the concepts of ‘interest

convergence’ and ‘contradiction-closing cases’ – ideas drawn from Critical Race

Theory – I hope to shed new light on how apparently revolutionary moments (like

the Lawrence case) are quickly recaptured by the racist status quo. This is vital, not

only because of the high profile of the Lawrence case (and its symbolic importance

as a potential turning point in British race politics) but also because of the wider

lessons that it teaches us about the operation of power in a racist society where

exceptional breakthroughs can quickly be recolonized in ways that not only betray

those involved in the initial struggle but may actually reinforce the very inequities

that we are told have been addressed.

What if they changed the law and no-one noticed? 

Looking back now, I am sure that if the government had realised all that would
come out of the inquiry, they would not have let it take place.

Doreen Lawrence2

Stephen Lawrence was 18 years old when he was murdered by a gang of White

youths. His parents’ fight for justice, in the face of a racist, incompetent and

uncaring police force, made legal and social history. The Stephen Lawrence case

led to far-reaching changes in race equality law (that touched every public body in

the UK) and elevated the notion of ‘institutional racism’ to a point in the public

consciousness where the term is now frequently used and debated in politics and in

the mainstream media. But for all this, serious questions remain about the long-

term impact of the case. Before reviewing the key events, therefore, it is worth

outlining two concepts which, I fear, shed a great deal of light on the role of such

cases within the wider politics of education policy and White racial domination. 

Interest convergence and contradiction-closing cases

In Chapter 2 I outlined the concept of ‘interest convergence’ and noted that it has

become a key part of CRT’s conceptual toolkit. As Derrick Bell argues: 

On a positivistic level – how the world is – large segments of the American

people do not deem racial equality legitimate, at least to the extent it threatens

to impair the societal status of whites … The interest of blacks in achieving

racial equality will be accommodated only when it converges with the

interests of whites.3

Interest convergence offers a powerful way of understanding the dynamics of race

and social policy at certain points, especially where a landmark event appears to

have advanced the cause of race equality. The less well-known, but no less

insightful, idea of contradiction-closing cases helps to explain what happens after

the news headlines have died down and racism returns to its business-as-usual.

When reviewing the key civil rights decisions of the US Supreme Court, Bell

shows how, in retrospect, these famous victories can be seen to have operated in



much more complex ways than was initially imagined. Hailed as landmark

victories that would change the social landscape forever, Bell argues that their

progressive impact was not only uncertain and short lived but that, in the long

run, their consequence may be to further protect the status quo: 

We can expect that the Court will favor civil rights litigants if the policies they

attack are so blatantly discriminatory as to shock (or at least embarrass) the

public conscience. This is particularly true when a ruling in favor of black liti-

gants will not impose any costs on identifiable classes of whites … Such cases

might be seen as ‘contradiction closing’ cases … These cases serve as a shield

against excesses in the exercise of white power, yet they bring about no real

change in the status of blacks.4

The idea of contradiction-closing cases has been taken up and used by several

writers, most notably Richard Delgado, who argues that they protect the status quo

by offering an occasional symbolic victory to minorities that ‘allow business as usual

to go on even more smoothly than before’.5 Using the 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education desegregation case as an exemplar, Delgado argues that a clear pattern can

be seen. Initially the case seems to offer a huge breakthrough – things will never be

the same again. Those arguing the case rejoice in their victory and many liberals

move on to other issues, assuming this one to be solved. However, lower courts may

interpret the decision very narrowly; administrators and others in the system ‘drag

their feet’ over any substantive changes; meanwhile, conservatives redouble their

resistance and mobilize to have the decision overturned in practice if not principle.

Years later the case stands as a ‘landmark decision’, used to celebrate the country’s

liberal values and commitment to equality, but on the ground little or nothing has

really changed. Fifty years after the Brown decision it has been argued that US

schools are even more segregated than they were at the time of the original case.6

In this chapter I outline the Stephen Lawrence case: from the murder, to his

family’s fight for justice; the public inquiry; the reform of race equality law; and

the piecemeal changes that have followed. Unfortunately, the case stands as the

supreme example of a contradiction-closing case in the UK: a case that, after years

of the most painful campaigning and mistreatment, was supposed to have changed

Britain for ever but which now seems to have left little imprint on the system in

general, and education in particular.

The murder, the investigation, the campaign, the inquiry

At around 10.30pm on 22 April 1993, Stephen Lawrence was waiting for a bus

home with his friend, Duwayne Brooks. Stephen walked a short distance from

Duwayne to see if he could see a bus coming. The public inquiry into the case

describes what happened next:

Mr Brooks called out to ask if Stephen saw the bus coming. One of the [five or

six White youths on the opposite side of the road] must have heard something
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said, since he called out ‘what, what nigger?’ With that the group came quickly

across the road and literally engulfed Stephen.7

Stephen was stabbed twice. His attackers ran off, leaving him to struggle about

100 yards towards Duwayne before collapsing. A granite memorial stone now

marks the spot where Stephen died: it is regularly defaced with racist graffiti.

Stephen was by no means the first Black young man to be murdered in an

unprovoked racist attack on British streets, and he was not the last.8 But his case

was set apart by the courage and endurance of his parents, Doreen and Neville

Lawrence, who waged a campaign for justice that made national headlines and

continues to this day.9 From the beginning the investigation was dogged by police

incompetence, disdain, racism and, possibly, corruption.10 Shortly after witnessing

his friend’s murder Duwayne Brooks was questioned by police who thought him

‘very agitated’ and ‘aggressive’.11 The public inquiry concluded that ‘Mr Brooks

was stereotyped as a young black man exhibiting unpleasant hostility and

agitation, who could not be expected to help, and whose condition and status

simply did not need further examination or understanding’.12

Stephen’s parents were equally badly treated: seen by officers as troublesome

and interfering, they too were labelled as aggressive. At the inquiry Doreen

Lawrence recalled what happened: 

Basically, we were seen as gullible simpletons. This is best shown by Detective

Chief Superintendent Ilsley’s comment that I had obviously been primed to

ask questions. Presumably, there is no possibility of me being an intelligent,

black woman with thoughts of her own who is able to ask questions for

herself. We were patronised and were fobbed off …

I thought that the purpose of the meetings was to give us progress reports,

but what actually happened was that they would effectively say: ‘Stop ques-

tioning us. We are doing everything.’13

An internal review of the case concluded that ‘the investigation has been

progressed satisfactorily’ but that ‘relations were hampered by the involvement of

active, politically motivated groups’ and the investigation had been ‘undertaken

with professionalism and dedication’.14 The review’s author, an extremely experi-

enced officer, later admitted to suppressing evidence (that would have been critical

of the original investigation) for fear of damaging police morale. The review was

ultimately described by the public inquiry report as ‘misleading’, ‘flawed’ and

‘indefensible’: the evidence of its author was considered ‘unconvincing and

incredible in a number of important respects’.15

Undeterred, the Lawrences pursued their case through every legal channel

open, including launching a private prosecution. At one point they felt confident

that they had sufficient evidence to convince a jury, including surveillance video of

the main suspects wielding knives and using violent racist language. One suspect is

seen saying: ‘I reckon that every nigger should be chopped up, mate, and they

should be left with nothing but fucking stumps.’16 This damning evidence was
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never shown to the jury: the judge ruled out Duwayne Brook’s identification

evidence and directed the jury to return ‘not guilty’ verdicts. Doreen Lawrence

recalls:

Only later did I start to analyse the implications: bringing a private prose-

cution was a very rare event, yet here was a black family doing just that, in a

case that threatened to show up the Conservative government, show up the

Crown Prosecution Service, show up the Metropolitan Police force, show up

the entire justice system – the enormous odds against us winning had not

dawned on me before. In my mind’s eye, I had believed that in the end right

was on our side, but the forces lined up against us were too great. I may be

wrong; but I know I was naïve to think we could succeed.17

Despite these huge set backs, the Lawrences continued their campaign and,

following a change of government in 1997, were finally granted the public inquiry

they sought.

Much of the inquiry, chaired by Sir William Macpherson of Cluny, was held in

public and the nightly coverage in the news media meant that the catalogue of

police errors and racism was broadcast nationally, initially to a sceptical public but

eventually to a growing sense of outrage.18 Conscious of the wider issues that were

emerging, the inquiry report does not limit itself to the failings of the police in the

Lawrence case. Indeed, the inquiry identified changes in the education system as

fundamental to the issues it had uncovered: 

[T]he issue of education may not at first sight sit clearly within our terms of

reference. Yet we cannot but conclude that to seek to address the well founded

concerns of minority communities simply by addressing the racism current and

visible in the Police Services without addressing the educational system would

be futile. The evidence we heard and read forces us to the conclusion that our

education system must face up to the problems, real and potential, which exist.19

Consequently, among its list of 70 recommendations, the inquiry report includes

direct calls for changes in the education system.20 Of greater significance than any

of the individual recommendations, however, is the report’s championing of a

particular interpretation of ‘racism’ that moves beyond the crude, limited and

obvious notions that usually characterize official approaches.

Institutional racism

‘Racism’ in general terms consists of conduct or words or practices which
advantage or disadvantage people because of their colour, culture or ethnic
origin. In its more subtle form it is as damaging as in its overt form.

‘Institutional racism’ consists of the collective failure of an organisation to
provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their
colour, culture, or ethnic origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, atti-
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tudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination through unwitting prej-
udice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage
minority ethnic people.21

This is how the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry defines racism and institutional racism.

In reaching this position the inquiry took evidence from a range of individuals and

organizations, including academics and Black advocacy groups. The definition

builds on existing notions of institutional racism in two important respects. First,

it condemns the actions both of individuals (in their ‘conduct’, ‘attitudes and

behaviour’) and organizations and agencies whose ‘processes’ work against certain

groups. In this way the inquiry rejects the familiar official assertion that racism is

limited to the actions of a few ‘rotten apples’. Second, and most importantly, this

approach moves away from endless debates about intent by explicitly focusing on

the outcomes of actions and stating that ‘unwitting’ and ‘thoughtless’ acts are

equally as problematic as overt racism. The definition removes intent from the

equation and focuses simply on the outcomes of actions and policies.

This is not to say, however, that the inquiry ignored the importance of people’s

perceptions. In fact, the report goes on to define a racist incident explicitly in terms

of individual perceptions but, once again, it shifts the balance away from the usual

locus of intent: ‘“A racist incident is any incident which is perceived to be racist by the
victim or any other person” … this definition should be universally adopted by the

Police, local Government and other relevant agencies.’22 This approach was in

direct conflict with the views expressed by the country’s most senior police officer,

Sir Paul Condon (at that time head of London’s Metropolitan Police), who

wanted to retain the most basic, crude understanding of racism (in his words the

‘normal’ view) which, he argued, reflected what an ‘average member of the

public’23 would understand: 

I have serious reservations for the future of these important issues if the

expression ‘institutional racism’ is used in a particular way. I am not in denial.

I am not seeking weasel words. I have been the first to be critical of police

officers and the police service to say things which are unpopular. I am not

denying the challenge or the need for reform, but if you label, if this Inquiry

labels my service as ‘institutionally racist’ (pause) then the average police

officer, the average member of the public will assume the normal meaning of

those words. They will assume a finding of conscious, wilful, or deliberate

action or an action to the detriment of ethnic minority Londoners.24

The inquiry pushed ahead with the more radical approach and, initially at least,

met with success in its attempt to shift public debate on the issue.

The inquiry’s reception

On 24 February 1999, almost six years after the murder, the Stephen Lawrence

Inquiry report was presented to Parliament by Jack Straw, the home secretary who
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had established the inquiry. Before that, however, Prime Minister Tony Blair used

his weekly Parliamentary question and answer session to praise the Lawrence

family, condemn the failures that had been exposed and to promise far-reaching

action in the future: 

I am proud that it was this Government who set up the Lawrence inquiry. I

am happy to accept its judgment … The publication of today’s report on the

killing of Stephen Lawrence is a very important moment in the life of our

country. It is a moment to reflect, to learn and to change. It will certainly lead

to new laws but, more than that, it must lead to new attitudes, to a new era in

race relations, and to a new more tolerant and more inclusive Britain. … The

test of our sincerity as law makers in this House is not how well we can

express sympathy with the Lawrence family, but how well we implement the

recommendations to make sure that such an incident never again happens in

our country.25

Placing the report before Parliament, Jack Straw was even more forthright,

making clear that the inquiry’s recommendations had the Government’s support

and, significantly, noting that Condon accepted the inquiry’s findings and its defi-

nition of racism: in the weeks before publication it had been clear that the inquiry

would make acceptance of its definition a key factor in taking forward its recom-

mendations, prompting speculation that Condon would be forced to resign. In the

event Straw stated: 

The House will share my sense of shame that the criminal justice system, and

the Metropolitan police in particular, failed the Lawrence family so badly. The

Commissioner of Police of the Metropolis, Sir Paul Condon, has asked me to

tell the House that he shares that sense of shame. He has also asked me to tell

the House that, as head of the Metropolitan police service, he fully accepts the

findings of the inquiry, including those relating to him. … I have asked Sir

Paul to continue to lead the Metropolitan police to deliver the programme of

work that is now required. He has agreed.26

On its publication the report dominated the media. Most coverage focused on the

Metropolitan police, the principal subject of the inquiry, but education also

featured prominently. This was prompted by the last four of the inquiry’s 70

recommendations, which were entitled ‘prevention and the role of education’.

Among the actions called for by Macpherson were changes to the National

Curriculum ‘aimed at valuing cultural diversity and preventing racism’; a higher

profile for these issues in Ofsted school inspections; and new duties on schools and

local education authorities to address racism. The latter included a call for all ‘racist

incidents’ to be monitored and for the publication of these data annually and on a

school-by-school basis.27 Many daily newspapers included some mention of the

education recommendations, including the Daily Mail’s headline on an inner

page: ‘Lessons against prejudice “should be compulsory”’.28
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The vast majority of the press coverage was favourable, to begin with. Only one

of the national daily newspapers, the Daily Telegraph, positioned itself firmly

against the inquiry report: ‘[I]t should be stated as clearly as possible that the

Macpherson report … is a misguided and unfair document whose recommenda-

tions, if enacted, would do serious harm to race relations and the rule of law.’29

This contrasted strongly with opinion elsewhere, as the following headlines

indicate:

The legacy of Stephen: judge’s damning report on race murder will change

Britain

Daily Mail30

Stephen Lawrence’s legacy: confronting racist Britain

The Guardian31

A family tragedy, a police force disgraced and a nation shamed

The Independent32

Nail them: Mirror offers £50,000 to catch Lawrence killers

Damning verdict that shames the nation

Daily Mirror33

As the Daily Mail headline suggests, even right-wing papers, including The Sun,

were generally supportive.34 Elsewhere, for example, a column concerned with the

media’s response caught the mood in its title: ‘Case united every shade of

opinion’.35 This near unanimity reflected the widespread disgust that the inquiry’s

evidence had engendered. The mood of agreement and a desire for change,

however, did not last long.

The following day news broke that an appendix in the first copies of the report

had included the names and addresses of people who had testified against the

White murder-suspects. Although this information had always been available to

the suspects’ lawyers, the report that had been so critical of police incompetence

was now an easy target for similar charges. By the weekend the tide was turning,

with several Sunday papers carrying strongly worded opinion pieces attacking the

report and its author. Stewart Steven, in the Mail on Sunday, provides an

instructive example. First, he was keen to make clear his revulsion at racism (by

which he meant deliberate, callous acts of race hatred), but he saw the inquiry

report as equally if not more dangerous: 

There are no grounds … for complacency, but that doesn’t mean that we

should allow the warped imagination of bigoted white low-lifes, whom we

have inadequately educated to destroy that edifice of tolerance which the rest

of us have built up over the years. I fear that may happen if Sir William

Macpherson’s definition of institutional racism is allowed to stand … One
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can’t be an unwitting racist any more than one can be an unwitting burglar

and to pretend otherwise is to put back the cause of multiculturalism for

years.36

In this way racism is equated with ‘bigoted white low-lifes’ while the majority of

the population and all its major institutions are safe in their well meaning

‘tolerance’. This kind of argument is important because it challenges some of the

most significant aspects of the Lawrence Inquiry and the most incisive of its criti-

cisms. The whole point about the inquiry’s definition of racism is that it moves

beyond questions of individual intent to address deep-seated inequalities that are

born of ‘common-sense’ assumptions and actions that actually disadvantage

minoritized people. It is more widespread and much harder to identify (in others

and in oneself) than the simple obscene brutality of a few ‘bigoted white low-lifes’. 

This assertion of a minimalist understanding of racism was repeated in the

educational press which, just 48 hours after the inquiry’s publication, carried

critical statements by representatives of several teacher unions: 

It is too easy to be politically correct without facing teachers’ pressures. As

important as racism is, if teachers had to put every social concern first eight

days a week, 25 hours a day wouldn’t be enough.

Peter Smith, Association of Teachers and Lecturers37

I do not believe there is a school in the country which would not take urgent

steps to stamp out racism. 

David Hart, National Association of Head Teachers38

Within a few weeks more union leaders joined the public scepticism about the idea

that schools might be institutionally racist. Doug McAvoy, leader of the National

Union of Teachers (NUT), the largest and generally most supportive of the

unions, echoed Condon’s earlier worries about how the charge would be inter-

preted, again shifting the debate away from those experiencing the injustice

(minoritized students) and focusing concern on those responsible for it: ‘Teachers

will interpret the term “institutional racism” as an attack on them. Teachers are not

racist. We need to be very careful how language is used. It can alienate rather than

include.’39

The next largest union, the National Association of Schoolmasters/Union of

Women Teachers (NASUWT) argued that race was being given too much

emphasis40 and its general secretary, Nigel de Gruchy, reportedly described institu-

tional racism as ‘gobbledegook’.41 Over time the resistance of teaching unions was

bolstered by concerted attacks on the Lawrence Inquiry in general, and its defi-

nition of racism in particular. Civitas, a right-wing ‘think tank’, was especially

vitriolic, describing the inquiry as a ‘kangaroo court’42 and claiming that the

process had been hijacked by antiracist organisations.43

Privately, there were soon signs that the Education Department was not keen

on pushing forward the Lawrence agenda. A couple of weeks after the Inquiry

report was published an official report by Ofsted, the schools inspectorate, focused
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on race inequality and at the press launch a senior inspector described the

education system as ‘institutionally racist’. The Guardian newspaper reported that:

‘Ministers found the language of Ofsted’s comments extremely unhelpful. Instead

of a “futile argument” about how to describe the problems faced by some ethnic

minorities in schools, there should be more effort to improve standards.’44

And so, two weeks after the Lawrence Inquiry had (in the words of politicians

and media) ‘shamed’ a nation, the Education Department was privately equating

discussion of racism with a question of semantics – as if racism were merely a word
rather than a structured, recurrent and deeply embedded reality. To consider the

issue nothing more than a ‘futile argument’ about terminology betrays a total

failure to engage with the substance of the inquiry’s analysis. This suspicion was

confirmed when the Government published its ‘action plan’ for taking forward the

Lawrence recommendations. The Education Department’s view was that most of

the recommendations were already in motion and nothing new was needed.

Macpherson’s first education recommendation, for example, was that the National

Curriculum change so as to ensure ‘valuing cultural diversity and preventing

racism, in order better to reflect the needs of a diverse society’.45 In reply the

Department stated: 

The Department has taken a number of actions to date. The National

Curriculum addresses and values the diverse nature of British society … all

subject documents are designed to provide teachers with flexibility to tailor

their teaching to stimulate and challenge all pupils, whatever their ethnic

origin or social background.46

Hence the Department formally claimed to ‘accept’ the recommendation while

actually asserting that things were fine already. Perhaps the most cynical example

of this approach was the repackaging of citizenship education by the then

education secretary, David Blunkett. On the same day that the Lawrence Inquiry

was published, Blunkett issued a press release entitled ‘Ethnic minority pupils

must have the opportunity to fulfil their potential’: 

Mr Blunkett said the Department for Education and Employment would be

carefully considering the Inquiry Report’s recommendations. 

Mr Blunkett said: ‘The tragedy of Stephen Lawrence’s death shows how

much more needs to be done to promote social justice in our communities.

This is about how we treat each other and, importantly, how we learn to

respect ourselves and one another as citizens … That is why we are promoting

the teaching of citizenship at school, to help children learn how to grow up in

a society that cares and to have real equality of opportunity for all.’47

With the ink barely dry on the Lawrence Inquiry report, the Education

Department took the opportunity to repackage its already existing plans for citi-

zenship education as if they were an answer to institutional racism in the system.
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Worse still, the development did nothing to advance antiracist education: it

simply provided for basic civics lessons and institutionalized a weak under-

standing of discrimination that is entirely at odds with the thrust of the Lawrence

Inquiry.48

The Race Relations (Amendment) Act 2000

Tony Blair’s commitment to Parliament to bring forward new legislation as a

result of the Lawrence Inquiry was made good when the Race Relations

(Amendment) Act (RRAA) was passed in November 2000. The Act extended the

existing race equality legislation to apply to more than 45,000 public bodies,

including all state maintained schools and universities. The Act placed a duty on

public bodies to pro-actively work towards the eradication of race discrimination

and, specifically, required that every school should: 

• have a written policy on race equality; 

• monitor their activities for signs of bias (especially focusing on student

achievement);

• actively plan to eradicate race inequality.

These duties are mandatory and, on paper, the new law looked like a major step

forward. Unfortunately, signs soon emerged that the education sector in general,

and schools in particular, were lagging behind other public authorities. Around a

year after the new education requirements became active, for example, the

Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) published survey findings that high-

lighted the slow pace of change in education.49 In a survey of more than 3,000

public authorities, schools were the least likely to reply: only 20 per cent of schools

replied, compared with an overall rate of almost 50 per cent. Of course, nothing

substantial can be read into a return rate alone. For example, among countless

possible explanations, it might be thought that schools were not interested in race

equality or that they were more fearful of responding to a survey sponsored by the

CRE: the body which – at that time – policed the legislation. The most obvious

explanation, in the eyes of some teachers with whom I’ve discussed this, is simply

that schools are too busy to fill in questionnaires. Any or all of these might have a

grain of truth. Looking ahead, however, we might assume that since so few

schools responded, then at least the ones that did participate would be among the

most committed. If that is true their responses make even gloomier reading. More

than half of respondents in the education sector had not identified clear ‘goals’ or

‘targets’ for improvement. In relation to differences in attainment, which is espe-

cially prominent in the legislation, only one in three schools had set any clear goals

for change.50

The survey found schools to be among the least positive respondents when

considering any changes they had made: 65 per cent of respondents in schools

believed their race equality work had produced positive benefits, compared with

74 per cent of those in criminal justice and policing, 80 per cent in further and
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higher education, and 89 per cent in central government.51 Perhaps most worrying

of all, despite the relatively poor response so far, is that people working in

education were the least likely to express a need for further guidance.52 Put simply,

the survey suggested that many schools were inactive on race equality: at best, they

might be thought to be ‘too busy’; at worst, they appear to be complacent about

their legal duties and uninterested in further progress.

The national system of regular and punitive school inspections is widely

recognized as one of the key mechanisms by which government has pressured

schools into taking certain actions. Ofsted inspection reports are made public

and, if the school raises serious cause for concern, inspectors have the power to

trigger a series of ‘special measures’ that include increased scrutiny and, even-

tually, can lead to closure if sufficient improvements are not delivered. Wisely,

the Lawrence Inquiry reflected the inspectorate’s key role by explicitly recom-

mending that Ofsted inspections should check on the implementation of race

equality work.53 Predictably, Ofsted officially accepted this recommendation and

stated that ‘Ofsted … will ensure that the important issues raised in the Report

are addressed during inspections, and that appropriate training is put in place

for inspectors.’54

Although Ofsted has issued occasional special reports that focus explicitly on

race equality issues, its programme of school inspection reports has been heavily

criticized for failing to give race equality a central position.55 In 2004, for example,

a research report found that ‘Ofsted school inspections rarely comment on dispro-

portionality in exclusions’, despite this being one of the most pressing issues for

Black communities.56 The report notes that even where evidence of over-represen-

tation is contained within reports themselves, say in quoted statistics, the issue is

usually absent from the conclusions and recommendations for action: ‘None of

the seven Ofsted inspection reports published on secondary schools [in the

sample] commented on disproportionality of minority ethnic exclusions, which

was evident in the tables published in six of them.’57

The low priority given to race equality in the inspection regime is confirmed by

an Education Department review of the Black/White gap in exclusions, which

states: ‘Special Measures, LA [local authority] Warning Notices and other

measures that lead to the closing of a school are not appropriate here: realistically,

we would never invoke them over an exclusions gap alone.’58 As this quotation

suggests, the inaction of schools and the inspectorate is compounded, and legit-

imized, by the stance of the central Government which, just a few years after the

lofty promises to the House of Commons, seems to have abandoned any mean-

ingful concern with race equality. In the summer of 2004, for example, the

Education Department published its ‘Five year strategy’. Running to 110 pages,

the strategy set out the future priorities and policies for education, yet the word

‘racism’ did not appear at all.59 Even the more anodyne terms ‘prejudice’ and

‘discrimination’ were conspicuously absent. In contrast, ‘business/es’ appeared 36

times and ‘standards’ warranted 65 appearances – prompting an obvious question:

standards for whom?

The Stephen Lawrence case 129



This remarkable absence is all the more worrying because one of the key lessons of

the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry was the importance of facing up to racism (in all its

forms) and challenging it openly and honestly. As the inquiry report argued:

‘There must be an unequivocal acceptance of the problem of institutional racism

and its nature before it can be addressed, as it needs to be, in full partnership with

members of minority ethnic communities.’60

A change of mind? The retreat from the Lawrence Inquiry

Exhibit 6.1 documents how quickly the Government retreated from the substance

of the Lawrence Inquiry. Less than a year after the RRAA duties were activated

David Blunkett, by now promoted from education secretary to home secretary

(and therefore the politician with personal oversight of the relevant legislation),

questioned the usefulness of ‘institutional racism’; reportedly describing it as a

‘slogan’ that ‘missed the point’.61

A few weeks later another inquiry began, this time into the death of David

‘Rocky’ Bennett, a black patient who died in psychiatric detention. The Bennett

report, published in 2004, found that David had been treated as ‘a lesser being’

when he was killed by the use of ‘unacceptable and unapproved methods of

restraint’.62 The Bennett Inquiry, like the Lawrence Inquiry, had only come about

as a result of a prolonged family campaign, in this case led by David’s sister, Dr

Joanna Bennett. The Bennett Inquiry adopted the Lawrence definition of institu-

tional racism and called for ‘Ministerial acknowledgment of the presence of insti-

tutional racism in the mental health services and a commitment to eliminate it’.63

In 2005, almost a year after the Bennett report was released to the public, the

Health Department issued a response that did not acknowledge institutional

racism but restated a bland commitment to ‘reshape front line services’. Later the

same year the Home Office disbanded the advisory committee that had helped

push for firmer implementation of the Lawrence Inquiry recommendations. 

Five years after the publication of the Lawrence Inquiry, therefore, institutional

racism was increasingly a term used by critics but notably absent from official

statements, let alone formal policies. The abandonment of the Lawrence commit-

ments, in practice if not in principle, became obvious through decisions that were

highlighted by the press – and never officially acknowledged (nor denied) – in late

2006 and early 2007.

First, in December 2006, the Independent on Sunday newspaper carried

extensive quotations from an internal Education Department review of the

reasons for Black over-representation in exclusions from school.64 The story

quoted the review as stating that the problem was mostly the result of ‘largely

unwitting, but systematic racial discrimination’, concluding that ‘a compelling

case can be made for the existence of “institutional racism” in schools’.65 However,

the same document warned that the term was potentially explosive: ‘If we choose

to use the term “institutional racism”, we need to be sensitive to the likely

reception by schools [but] if we choose not to use the term, we need to make sure

that the tone of our message remains sufficiently challenging.’66
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When the story broke, the Education Department briefed journalists that

‘ministers had concluded that it would be inaccurate and counterproductive to

brand the school system racist’.67 The report remained unpublished until months

later. Following the embarrassment of the leak, it was quietly released (without

any press notice) on the ‘Ethnic minority achievement’ part of the departmental

website. Significantly, it was accompanied by a short ministerial statement,

authored by Schools Minister Jim Knight, which is a classic case of ‘Gap Talk’ (see

Chapter 3): it quoted two-year-old data and erroneously inflated the size of the

claimed improvement.68

Early in 2007 the BBC reported that ‘the Department of Health now regards

the term [institutional racism] as “unhelpful” and believes that “the solutions lie in

the hands of individuals not institutions”’; there was no official comment.69 And

so in health, as in education, following a long and traumatic family campaign, an

inquiry into the horrific death of a Black man had finally established racism as a

key systemic factor in a public service and yet, regardless of the Lawrence and

Bennett Inquiries, by 2007 ‘institutional racism’ had been erased from the policy

lexicon.

‘Modernizing’ equality: the final blow

The last act in the official retreat from the Lawrence Inquiry came in mid-2007

when the Government published proposals for a Single Equality Act that would

‘modernise and simplify equality legislation’.70 This was to be achieved by

combining existing equalities legislation into a single duty, mirroring the move to

establish a single equalities body (the Commission on Equality and Human

Rights – CEHR).71 In one of its final acts before being replaced, the Commission

for Racial Equality issued a strongly worded attack on the proposals: 

[T]he Government’s proposals for a new single equality duty … regress

entirely unnecessarily from the Macpherson Report [Lawrence Inquiry] and

constitute a piecemeal approach to addressing discrimination and promoting

equality … The CRE is concerned that the Government’s proposals on

equality duties will render them pretty well unenforceable.72

In the classic Orwellian style of ‘Doublethink’ (see Chapter 4) the Government

stated that a guiding principle for the reforms was that ‘we do not erode existing

levels of protection against discrimination’: 73 the document then went on to not

only erode existing protection but to wash much of it away entirely by down-

grading the post-Lawrence duties (allowing public bodies themselves to decide

what is relevant) and removing the legal right for members of the public to chal-

lenge public bodies under the Act.74 As the CRE argued, the proposals abandoned

the notion of ‘mainstreaming’ and returned to a position where race equality was

officially placed on the margins of policy and practice. This was achieved by

enshrining the principle of ‘proportionality’. The Government’s proposals stated

that:
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The duty is designed to help all public authorities to do what they do better,

not stop them operating effectively or weigh them down with bureaucracy.

The duty should not lead any public authority to feel it needs to take any

action which might be disproportionate to the benefits the action would

deliver.75

In this way an institution would be free to decide whether it thinks race equality is

worth pursuing. A school could, therefore, acknowledge that there were persistent

race inequalities in achievement and opportunity (say in exam results and its use of

exclusions and setting) but determine that the effort required to address them was

too bureaucratic or out of proportion to any likely benefits. The shift in duties is

made clear in one of the Government’s stated examples: 

For example, a school might identify three actions to: 

• narrow achievement gaps by addressing under-achievement by pupils from

particular groups;

• make sure that anti-bullying strategies protect pupils who may be bullied

because of a particular characteristic; and

• encourage parents to be involved in their children’s education, in particular

parents from groups who do not normally attend parents’ evenings (e.g.

often fathers).76

Notice that these are things a school ‘might’ wish to do. There is no compulsion to

narrow existing achievement gaps. The reference to ‘particular groups’ leaves it to

schools to decide which kinds of inequality are important. Under the proposed

changes a school could argue, for example, that it would focus on gender gaps

(raising boys’ achievement) but take no action on race because it had too few

minoritized students, or because a race focus would spoil its harmonious (colour-

blind) philosophy, or even that it could only deal with one inequality at a time. The

proposals signal a clear end to the period where equalities policy was drawn up

with any meaningful reference to the Lawrence Inquiry.

Conclusion: ‘just the right amount of racism’?

Civil rights laws efficiently and smoothly replicate social reality, particularly
black–white power relations. They are a little like the thermostat in your home
or office. They assure that there is just the right amount of racism. Too much
would be destabilizing – the victims would rebel. Too little would forfeit
important pecuniary and psychic advantages for those in power. So, the
existing system of race-remedies law does, in fact, grant minorities an occa-
sional victory … Particularly in areas where concessions are not too costly …

Richard Delgado77

The Stephen Lawrence case is one of the single most important episodes in the

history of British race relations and yet, less than a decade after the inquiry report

was published to such glowing tributes and heartfelt promises from politicians,
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the Lawrence legacy is more uncertain than ever. The concept of institutional

racism has enjoyed an increased public profile but the evidence suggests that the

majority of schools have been inactive on their new legal duties and the

Departments of Education and Health both appear to have dropped the term alto-

gether (imagining it to be ‘unhelpful’ or a question of semantics). When I speak to

teachers and/or local education officials (who are usually White) it is not unusual

for them to roll their eyes at the mention of ‘institutional racism’, as if the concept

(and the problem) is somehow out-dated or has ‘been done’ already. The mere fact

of the Stephen Lawrence and David Bennett Inquiries – and the attendant press

coverage – is assumed by some observers to denote change.

This is exactly what Derrick Bell and Richard Delgado have warned about in

relation to ‘contradiction-closing cases’. The fact that institutional racism has been

named explicitly as a factor in Britain’s police, education and health services is not

a solution, it is merely a diagnosis. But in education the diagnosis has been ignored

or rejected in most schools while the system rolls along in its familiar racist

fashion, treating race inequality as if it were a temporary phenomenon of marginal

importance, arising mainly from the minoritized groups themselves, and entirely

oblivious and/or uncaring about the active role that policy and assessment play in

creating and legitimating such injustices (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5). It is in this

sense that the Lawrence Inquiry is an exception that proves the rule of White racial

domination in the UK. However, it would be wrong to imagine – as some do –

that recognizing this state of affairs is somehow contrary to future political

struggle and progress towards greater race equality.

Victory upon victory: The Stephen Lawrence case in context

Critical Race Theory is often accused of prompting despair and being devoid of

hope. In the US, Derrick Bell was met with hostility when he first argued that the

famous Brown v. Board of Education desegregation case could be understood as a

point at which White interests were best served in the long run by a short-term

appeasement of civil rights claims. As Richard Delgado notes: ‘[T]hat outraged

many of Bell’s readers … They found his thesis cynical and disillusioning,

preferring to think of Brown as a great moral breakthrough, not a case of white

people doing themselves a favour.’78

Similarly, critical race theorists have been accused of bad-mouthing their fore-

bears, as if any reassessment of the impact of the civil rights movement amounts to

political heresy.79 I am aware that my analysis of the Stephen Lawrence case could

be seen in the same way, as disrespectful of the Lawrence family’s continuing battle

for justice and belittling of the victories that have been won along the way. This is

not my intent nor, I hope, the outcome of my analysis. I have shown how the

Stephen Lawrence Inquiry has been used as a contradiction-closing case to serve

the interests of the already powerful: this is not news to those involved in the

campaign. Doreen Lawrence continues her fight to bring Stephen’s killers to

justice and, through a charitable trust in her son’s memory, works to advance Black

achievement despite the odds.80 It is entirely predictable that a system of race
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exclusion and exploitation as firmly rooted as the British case would attempt to

recapture any gains given up when the force of antiracist calls for justice become,

momentarily at least, irresistible.

The Stephen Lawrence case has not removed institutional racism from the

British state; no-one involved in antiracist politics ever imagined that it would.

But it has involved several significant victories: 

• Winning an official inquiry, after years of struggle and obstruction by the

Government, the police and the judiciary, was a huge victory in itself;

• Ensuring that the wider public heard evidence of the scale of racism in the

police force was a major victory: accusations of racism and incompetence that

were previously dismissed out of hand were suddenly less ridiculous to a

public shocked by the sheer scale and number of incidents that the inquiry

catalogued;

• Putting the notion of ‘institutional racism’ into the public domain – despite all

the subsequent setbacks and falsehoods – was a victory. Antiracism suddenly

gained a degree of respectability that it had never before enjoyed (albeit a

status that is unstable and constantly questioned). This has been used posi-

tively by numerous advocacy groups and antiracist practitioners who have

sought to build upon the opportunities that the Lawrence case has opened

up;

• Having the law changed was an unprecedented victory. Although the

advances are constantly under threat, the changes have created the potential

for significant strides forward that would have been unimaginable before. 

The lesson of contradiction-closing cases, therefore, is not that change is impos-

sible but that change is always contested and every step forward must be valued

and protected. A victory won is not a victory secured. The reaction of teachers’

unions and conservative commentators, plus the state’s use (and abuse) of the

Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, emphasize the importance of constant vigilance to

maintain and build upon each victory. 

Optimism, hope and ‘pure politics’

‘I’ll let you decide,’ said Rodrigo. ‘Here’s my thought. For minorities –
ordinary people, not the elites – hope is not the way to emotional wholeness.
For whites, it is. They need, above all, guilt-assuagement, the sense that they
are not responsible, or if they are, at least things are getting better … If they are
[getting better] it should follow that in time, people of color will be on a par
with whites. Nothing special need be done. Whites can go about their business
… So, for whites, the tonic is optimism and faith in progress … For minorities
… it’s realism.’

Richard Delgado81

At a conference recently I was discussing my work with an academic colleague

who said that they yearned for a more optimistic view of things: they complained
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that there was ‘no hope’ in my analysis. It is interesting that I rarely, if ever, hear

such complaints from Black advocacy groups: it is as if they immediately see the

relevance and usefulness of a critical understanding of what is happening. This

seems common to those with first-hand experience of antiracist politics. Terezia

Zoric, for example, has spent several years working against the status quo in

Toronto, Canada, initially as a teacher and then as ‘coordinator of equity’ at the

Toronto District School Board – one of the most ethnically diverse school districts

on record. She has written about the struggle to create and implement a radical

equity policy that could have lasting impacts despite the ever-present threat of

reversal at the hands of neo-liberal politicians and popular authoritarianism: 

Our equity policy allowed me to disseminate materials into schools on antiho-

mophobia education, books that had been banned in other provinces. We

could remove hate materials because they were contrary to the policy. We

created a cadre of defenders of equity … school principals who had never

talked about equity before began to understand the difference between

treating everyone the same and treating people according to their needs in

order to achieve similar outcomes … [T]he key is not so much the high

quality of the policies you produce, as the leverage of the policies when they

hit the ground.82

Zoric highlights the importance of translating equity policies into action and

reminds us that, as critical educators, we must use the changes constructively to

maximize their impact in the short time that they hold sway. Which brings me

back to a more realistic measure of success and our chances for further change in

the future. The Lawrence Inquiry proves the worth of what Girardeau Spann calls

‘pure politics’: a recognition that political mobilization takes numerous forms and

is often most effective when it occurs outside the traditional electoral channels,

such as in ‘the form of demonstrations, boycotts and riots’.83 The Lawrence

Inquiry was not granted by a benign state that perceived a previously unknown

injustice and wished to do the right thing; it was granted by an incoming Labour

Government after years of Conservative refusals and high-profile protests and

public demonstrations, including support from Nelson Mandela (the world’s most

respected Black politician: a man, of course, who might have been executed

decades earlier for his direct action against White oppression in his homeland).

The Lawrence Inquiry has delivered considerable advances and holds out the

possibility of further progress, but it is a start not an end. Recognizing this reality

is neither defeatist nor hopeless, it is a necessary step in understanding what we –

as critical educators, parents and/or activists – are up against. As Derrick Bell

argues: 

[W]e can only delegitimate it [racism] if we can accurately pinpoint it. And

racism lies at the center, not the periphery; in the permanent, not in the

fleeting; in the real lives of black and white people, not in the sentimental

caverns of the mind.84
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But, of course, there are many commentators and observers who refuse to

acknowledge racism as anything but a minor aberration. Claims of systematic

institutional racism are frequently dismissed with reference to the supposedly

exemplary actions and achievements of particular minoritized groups, who are

seen as an ideal for others to copy. The construction and political deployment of

such ‘model minorities’ is the subject of the following chapter.

Exhibit 6.1: Stephen Lawrence timeline

Date Event Notes

1993

22 April Stephen Lawrence is murdered

April–May Relations between the Vital leads go unchecked; Stephen’s
Lawrence family and the friends are quizzed about which ‘gang’
police become he belonged to (the answer ‘none’ is 
strained greeted with surprise); and police

surveillance officers see the prime
suspects disposing of large rubbish bags
but they do not check on their contents.

The police accuse the family of being
unhelpful and resent their solicitor asking
questions about the progress of the
investigation.

6 May Doreen and Neville In a statement to the press Mandela
Lawrence meet Nelson says: ‘The Lawrence tragedy is our
Mandela in London tragedy. I am deeply touched by the

brutality of the murder – brutality
that we are all used to in South
Africa, where black lives are cheap.’85

Doreen Lawrence says: ‘Why is it
that a leader from a foreign country
shows us sympathy when our
government has expressed no
interest at all? … They [Stephen’s
killers] are walking, eating and drinking
and my son is lying on some slab.’86

7 May Three arrests Neil Acourt, Jamie Acourt and Gary 
Dobson are arrested.

10 May Fourth arrest David Norris is arrested.

3 June Fifth arrest Luke Knight is arrested.

June Two men appear in court Seven hundred people gather at a 
charged with Stephen’s memorial service for Stephen.
murder
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Date Event Notes

29 July Charges dropped Charges against two youths are dropped
as the Crown Prosecution Service (CPS)
declares there is insufficient evidence to
continue.

15 August Metropolitan Police Det. Ch. Sup. Barker meets with the 
announce review of the Lawrence family and assures them he 
investigation (Barker review) will ‘get to the bottom of the case’87 and

personally feedback his results. The
family hears nothing until November,
when the press report the review as
concluding that ‘the investigation has
been progressed satisfactorily’, that 
‘relations were hampered by the
involvement of active, politically 
motivated groups’ and the investigation
had been ‘undertaken with 
professionalism and dedication’.88

The review is later discredited by a Kent
police investigation. The final inquiry
report describes the review as
‘misleading’, ‘flawed’ and ‘indefensible’
and the evidence of its author 
‘unconvincing and incredible in a
number of important respects’ 
(para 28.15).89

1994

15 April New evidence rejected CPS rules new evidence, uncovered by
the family, ‘insufficient to support murder
charges’.90

1995

April Lawrence family launches David Norris, Jamie Acourt, Neil Acourt 
private prosecution and Luke Knight appear at Greenwich

Magistrates Court.

September Two sent for trial Neil Acourt and Luke Knight are sent for 
trial at the Old Bailey.

December Third man sent for trial Gary Dobson is sent for trial.

1996

April Private prosecution Mr Justice Curtis rules key identification 
collapses evidence as unreliable and directs the

jury to return ‘not guilty’ verdicts.

The case ends before the jury can view
surveillance videotape of the accused
brandishing knives, saying that ‘every
nigger should be chopped up’91 and
routinely leaving home with concealed
knives.



1997

10 February Inquest rules ‘unlawful killing’ In an unprecedented verdict the jurors
state ‘Stephen Lawrence was unlawfully
killed in a completely unprovoked racist
attack by five white youths’.92

13 February Lawrence family registers a
formal complaint against the
Metropolitan Police with the
Police Complaints Authority
(PCA)

14 February Daily Mail accuses five men Above pictures of Dobson, Knight, Norris
of Stephen’s murder and the Acourts, the newspaper’s front

page headline reads: MURDERERS: the
Mail accuses these men of killing. If we
are wrong, let them sue us.93

March Police Complaints Authority A team led by officers from Kent police 
announces inquiry investigates the Lawrences’ complaint.

April The Lawrences meet with Straw (shadow home secretary) meets 
Jack Straw MP with the Lawrences to discuss their case:

Michael Howard MP, the Conservative
home secretary, has repeatedly refused
to meet with them. 

1 May General election: Labour The Conservative Government, that had 
form a new government refused all calls for a public inquiry into

the case, is replaced by ‘New’ Labour
led by Tony Blair.

31 July Public inquiry announced Jack Straw (now home secretary)
announces a public inquiry to be led by
Sir William Macpherson.

15 December PCA Report PCA’s report does not find evidence of
overt racism but identifies five officers
who would have faced disciplinary
charges had they not by now retired.

The Macpherson Inquiry report later
draws attention to the limited definition of
racism used in the PCA report.

1998

24 March Public hearings begin

20 July Suspects questioned by Macpherson later describes them as 
the inquiry ‘arrogant and dismissive, evasive and

vague’.94

1 October Head of the Metropolitan
Police apologizes for failure
to prosecute the killers but
denies institutional racism
in the force
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Date Event Notes

30 October David ‘Rocky’ Bennett Mr Bennett, a 38-year-old Black man, 
dies in an NHS medium dies following control and restraint 
secure unit procedures applied by five nurses at the

Norvic Clinic, Norwich.

1999

24 February The Stephen Lawrence Tony Blair (prime minister) tells
Inquiry report is Parliament: ‘I am proud that it was this 
presented to Parliament Government who set up the Lawrence
and published inquiry. I am happy to accept its

judgment.’ He states: ‘The test of 
our sincerity as law makers in this 
House is not how well we can express
sympathy with the Lawrence family, but
how well we implement the 
recommendations …’95

Jack Straw (home secretary) announces
that the Race Relations Act 1976 will be
extended and states: ‘The report makes
70 wide-ranging recommendations, and
I welcome them all.’96

23 March ‘Home Secretary’s Action Thirty-eight pages long, the document 
Plan’ published sets out action to be taken on every one

of the inquiry report’s recommendations
and commits the home secretary to ‘take
personal responsibility for oversight of
this programme’.97

2000

February First annual report on Forty-one pages long, the report includes 
progress (Home Secretary’s details on forthcoming changes to race 
Action Plan) published relations laws and addresses every

recommendation separately and in
detail.

30 November Race Relations The Act places increased general and 
(Amendment) Bill specific duties, including the need to
enacted proactively seek the elimination of race

discrimination, on more than 45,000
public bodies (including all maintained
schools and universities).

5 December Black academic attacks In the latest of several well publicised 
prominence given to attacks, Dr Tony Sewell is quoted in the 
institutional racism Daily Mail attacking ‘the “pathetic cry” of

institutional racism by black community
leaders and “spineless” white
academics’.98



2001

21 February Second annual report Forty-four pages long. The introduction 
on progress is published focuses on reforms in the prison service

and police service. The education 
sections emphasize citizenship 
education and recent improvements in 
GCSE scores.

17 May Rocky Bennett Inquest The inquest hears that Mr Bennett was 
verdict held down for at least 20 minutes and 

subject to ‘unacceptable and 
unapproved methods of restraint’.99

After eight days of evidence, the verdict 
is ‘Accidental death aggravated by 
neglect’.

7 June David Blunkett replaces Straw moves to the Foreign Office 
Jack Straw as home following Labour’s re-election.
secretary

11 September Terrorist attacks on the US Around 3,000 people die in coordinated 
attacks on four targets in the US.

2002

May Specific duties under the All schools and universities in England 
Race Relations and Wales must now have a race equality 
(Amendment) Act 2000 policy and take measures to eliminate 
become active race discrimination (including the areas 

of staff appointment and retention, and 
student access and achievement).

25 June Third annual report on Seventeen pages long, the third 
progress progress report breaks with the previous 

format: it no longer itemizes action
separately under each of the 
Macpherson recommendations. The 
education recommendations are dealt 
with in less than a page.

September Two of the murder David Norris and Neil Acourt are 
suspects are jailed for a convicted of a racist attack on the same 
racist attack on an off-duty road where Stephen was murdered.
detective

The Guardian newspaper reports: ‘Norris, 
a passenger in a car driven by Acourt, 
threw a drinks carton and shouted 
“nigger” at an off-duty detective 
constable, Gareth Reid, as he was 
crossing the road. They were sentenced 
to 18 months in prison, later cut to a year 
on appeal. Passing sentence, the judge 
said Norris and Acourt were both 
“infected and invaded by gross and 
revolting racism”.’100
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Date Event Notes

November Amended race equality Public authorities in Scotland become 
duties become legally subject to the new specific and general 
enforceable in Scotland duties within the Race Relations

(Amendment) Act 2000.

2003
14 January Home secretary says that David Blunkett (home secretary) 

institutional racism ‘missed appears to demonstrate a total failure to
the point’ understand the Stephen Lawrence

Inquiry report when he says ‘the slogan 
created a year or two ago about 
institutional racism missed the point … 
[I]t isn’t institutions, it’s patterns of work 
and processes that have grown up. It’s 
people that make the difference.’101

10 February Independent review finds Of 130 higher education institutions 
39 per cent of English surveyed, 21 show signs of ‘significant 
universities do not comply areas needing attention’; 10 have ‘major 
with their race equality work remaining to be done’; and 20 do 
duties not meet the law’s basic requirements 

and ‘urgent revision is needed’.102

March David ‘Rocky’ Bennett Mr Bennett’s sister, Dr Joanna Bennett, 
Inquiry opens campaigns for a full public inquiry but the 

minister decides on an ‘extended form’ of
the usual inquiry following a death in 
psychiatric detention.

17 March Fourth annual report Twenty-six pages (including 14 pages of 
on progress appendices). The education 

recommendations are, again, discussed 
collectively in less than a page of text.

July Evaluation reveals little An evaluation conducted for the 
progress in education Commission for Racial Equality (CRE) 

suggests that schools have been 
relatively inactive compared with other 
public bodies and that they see little need
for further guidance on race equality.

2004
12 February David ‘Rocky’ Bennett The inquiry reports that Mr Bennett ‘was 

Inquiry reports on not treated by nurses as if he was 
institutional racism in capable of being talked to like a rational 
the NHS human being, but was treated as if he 

was “a lesser being”’.103

The report adopts the definition of 
‘institutional racism’ set out in the 
Stephen Lawrence Inquiry report and 
calls for ‘Ministerial acknowledgement of 
the presence of institutional racism in the
mental health services and a
commitment to eliminate it’.104



8 July Five-year plan for education Published in a blaze of publicity, the ‘Five 
makes no reference to race Year Strategy for Children and Young 
equality Learners’ runs to 110 pages. It mentions 

‘standards’ 65 times; ‘business/es’ 36 
times; ‘racism’, ‘prejudice’ and 
‘discrimination’ do not appear.105

12 August Fifth progress report Thirty-three pages long, the document 
has ceased to be the home secretary’s 
report and is now entitled ‘Lawrence 
steering group 5th annual report’. 
The education recommendations are, as 
is now usual, dealt with in a single page.

14 December Independent report finds Report commissioned by the 
serious race discrimination Metropolitan Police Authority, chaired by 
in the Metropolitan Police Black trade unionist Sir Bill Morris, 

raises several concerns including 
disproportionality in disciplinary action 
against minority officers.

16 December Charles Clarke appointed Reshuffle made necessary by David 
as home secretary Blunkett’s resignation as home 

secretary.

2005

15 January Government publishes ‘Delivering race equality in mental health
response to the Bennett care’ responds to each of the Bennett 
Inquiry recommendations. The report accepts 

the need for better training ‘if [staff] are to
give all their patients culturally sensitive 
and safe care’.106 However, the report 
falls short of the ministerial 
acknowledgement of institutional racism 
that the inquiry called for. 

The Government response states: ‘It is 
possible to hide behind the label of 
institutional racism – to confuse the act of
recognising it with real action to reform 
services. … The Government accepts 
its share of that responsibility and offers 
its support to those who must reshape 
front-line services.’107

Health minister Rosie Winterton is quoted
saying: ‘Racism, discrimination, or 
inequalities have no place in modern 
society, and they certainly have no place 
in the modern NHS.’108 Critics argue 
that the proposals are high on rhetoric 
but low on concrete changes.

7 July London bombings Fifty-two people are killed in attacks on 
London transport targets.
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Date Event Notes

21 July Attempted London Four bombs fail to explode in attempted
bombings attacks on London transport targets.

22 July Jean Charles de Menezes Brazilian electrician is followed and 
shot dead by armed officers then shot dead by armed officers on a 

London tube train. The metropolitan 
police initially suggest that he was acting 
suspiciously and had tried to evade 
officers. This is later revealed to be a lie 
and the police acknowledge that he is 
wholly innocent.

The Government repeatedly refuses 
requests from the Menezes family for a 
public inquiry. 

29 July Anthony Walker murdered Black teenager Anthony Walker is 
murdered in Liverpool, the victim of a 
racist attack by two White youths.

19 September Home secretary disbands The group, established by Jack Straw to 
Stephen Lawrence advise on taking forward the 
Advisory Committee Macpherson recommendations, is told it 

is being disbanded.

The National Black Police Association 
(one of the most important drivers for 
race equality reform) is said to be 
‘shocked and disgusted’.109

Richard Stone, an adviser to the 
Lawrence Inquiry and member of the 
group says: ‘All these New Labour 
apparatchiks are in the same boat. They 
don’t want anything to do with race.’110

A Home Office spokesperson is quoted 
saying: ‘the decision … will not affect 
the Home Office commitment to the race 
equality agenda’.111

16 October Doreen Lawrence says In an interview Mrs Lawrence notes: 
Labour have let Stephen ‘David Blunkett … wasn’t that 
down committed to the steering group and 

there were times that we had to question
the amount of time he attended meetings 
… Since Charles Clarke has taken over,
it’s been even more obvious.’112

8 November Sixth annual progress report Forty-one pages, discussion of the 
education recommendations covers two 
pages.
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In the foreword Charles Clarke notes that 
this is ‘the first report since I became 
Home Secretary and I am personally 
committed to the continuing delivery of 
this Action Plan and outlining how the 
Government intends to take forward the 
race agenda’.113

No further progress reports are 
published.

November Two jailed for murder of Paul Taylor convicted of murder; Michael 
Anthony Walker Barton jailed for supplying the weapon.

2006

26 July BBC TV documentary ‘The Boys Who Killed Stephen Lawrence’
accuses a police officer of airs at 9pm on BBC 1. It presents new 
corruption and sabotaging evidence that challenges the accused 
the Lawrence murder men’s alibis and names former Detective 
investigation Sergeant John Davidson as receiving 

money from Clifford Norris, father of one 
of the accused.

The TV programme is front-page news in 
three national newspapers: the Daily
Mail, Daily Mirror and The Sun.

10 December Education Department The Independent on Sunday newspaper
refuses to accept publishes extensive extracts from an 
‘institutional racism’ internal review of the reasons for the 
verdict on Black disproportionate expulsion of Black 
exclusions students.

The extracts suggest a ‘compelling’ case 
for seeing the problems as ‘caused by 
largely unwitting, but systematic racial 
discrimination’.114 The relevant minister,
Lord Adonis, reportedly argues that 
‘since the report does not baldly conclude
that Britain’s entire school system is 
“institutionally racist”, the term – and the 
issue – could be quietly shelved’.115

2007

2 March Education Department The exclusions review, leaked to the 
releases the exclusions press the previous December, is placed 
report with no press on the Department’s website. There is no 
coverage official press release.

In an accompanying statement, schools 
minister, Jim Knight, expresses pleasure 
at improved Black exam achievement: he
mistakenly quotes data from two years 
ago that suggest an improvement almost 
four times the actual current rate. There 
are no new commitments to action and 
‘institutional racism’ is not mentioned.



Date Event Notes

31 March Department of Health The Today Programme (BBC Radio 4) 
describes the term reports that ‘the Department of Health 
‘institutional racism’ as now regards the term [institutional 
‘unhelpful’ racism] as “unhelpful” and believes that 

“the solutions lie in the hands of 
individuals not institutions”’.116

12 June Government launches The Commission for Racial Equality, in 
consultation on a Single one of its last acts before abolition, 
Equality Bill to describes the proposals as ‘pretty well 
‘modernise and simplify unenforceable’.117 It states that the 
equality legislation’ plans ‘regress entirely unnecessarily 

from the Macpherson Report and 
constitute a piecemeal approach to 
addressing discrimination and 
promoting equality’.118

Note

In this timeline I trace the key events in relation to the Stephen Lawrence case and the
status of ‘institutional racism’ in public policy. I include the David ‘Rocky’ Bennett case
because it adds further vital information on the issue of institutional racism. During this
time period, however, there were additional cases that raise further questions and
should not go unrecorded:

Zahid Mubarek, a South Asian teenager, was fatally attacked on the day he was due
to be released from Feltham Young Offender Institution. A public inquiry was held only
after the victim’s family appealed successfully to the House of Lords to overturn a
rejection by the then home secretary, David Blunkett. The inquiry found a catalogue of
failings that meant the murder could have been prevented. Among the problems was
deep racism: the report noted ‘explicit racism on the part of individual officers was
found to be prevalent  … BME [Black & Minority Ethnic] prisoners were called
“monkeys” and “black bastards”… And BME staff would sometimes turn a blind eye
to what was happening in order to fit in.’119

Christopher Alder, a 37-year-old Black former paratrooper and father of two, died after
being left face down and unconscious on the floor of a police station custody suite for
11 minutes: CCTV footage showed five police officers standing nearby laughing and
joking during the relevant time period, ignoring Mr Alder’s clear (and audible) signs of
distress. The home secretary refused appeals for an official inquiry, preferring instead
to request a report by the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC). The
IPCC chair has commented that ‘the fact he was black stacked the odds more heavily
against him … The officers’ neglect undoubtedly did deny him the chance of life.’120

Nevertheless, none of the officers has ever been successfully prosecuted and four of
them have since been granted early retirement.121
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7 Model minorities 
The creation and significance of
‘ethnic’ success stories

If there was this racism in schools – operating to the extent that has been
suggested – one would expect that Asian children too would suffer from it …
The fact of the matter is that Asian children not only behave better than white
children and black children … they also achieve better than white children and
black children. So why are they immune if there’s this underlying racist
tendency so strongly in our schools?

Local politician1

The performance of Indian, Chinese and other Asian pupils continues to
outstrip those of white children.

So why all the fuss? Those who have driven the debate do not want
primarily to equip children for the world, but to change the world.

The Times2

Introduction

The quotations that open this chapter are taken from the 1980s and 1990s respec-

tively but identical sentiments are still repeated frequently in the British media by

commentators, politicians, teachers, union leaders and academics. Indeed,

whenever activists, parents and/or critical scholars point to the huge inequities

experienced by Black students the odds are that many responses will feature some

version of the familiar cry, ‘Ah, but what about the Indians and Chinese?’ The rela-

tively high educational achievement of these groups has become a well known fact

of British education that features prominently in educational and political

discourse although, as I will show, many of the ‘facts’ that commentators assert are

actually incorrect. In this chapter, therefore, I want to examine this issue more

closely and reflect on how the image of certain ‘model minorities’ is manufactured.

I begin by examining what we know about Indian and Chinese students’ experi-

ences and achievements in school. I then consider the broader question of who

benefits and who loses from the creation of these stereotypes. The chapter ends

with a brief account of how a model minority was created, mistreated and aban-

doned; a case that suggests a disposable character to model minorities who no

longer serve the interests of powerholders.



The profile and educational experiences of Indian and Chinese
students

It is only recently that detailed data have been available on school students of

Indian and Chinese ethnic heritages. From 2002 the Pupil Level Annual Schools

Census (PLASC) has gathered information on each child in the state system but

before that no reliable national data on Chinese students existed. The Youth

Cohort Study (YCS) has produced information on a nationally representative

sample of students since the 1980s but Indians were only disaggregated from a

general ‘Asian’ category in 1992 and Chinese students do not figure at all in the

YCS: this reflects the fact that people identifying as ‘Indian’ are the largest minori-

tized group in Britain but the Chinese group is one of the smallest.3

As with all racial/ethnic labels, these groups are also subject to simplification

and a false assumption of homogeneity. A major report by the Runnymede Trust,

for example, notes that the ‘Chinese community has been formed from a range of

countries and cultures’.4 Similarly, a Cabinet Office report into labour market

inequalities notes the variety of experiences between the various groups that are a

part of the Indian diaspora, disaggregating Indian Hindus, Muslims and Sikhs –

where Indian Muslims are considerably more likely to be unemployed.5

A range of official statistics indicate that, overall, the social class composition of

the Chinese and Indian groups is somewhat higher than other minoritized groups

in Britain. For example, official indicators of social disadvantage are lowest for

these two groups;6 similarly, these are the only two ethnic groups to have a smaller

proportion of students in receipt of free school meals (FSM) than White students

in both primary and secondary schools.7 Additionally, among the ethnic groups

identified in the YCS, Indian students are the most likely to be educated privately:

at twice the White rate and five times the rate for Black students.8 In view of the

strong association between social class and educational achievement, therefore, it

is not surprising that Indian and Chinese students tend to do well in relation to

crude measures of achievement. These facts also explode one of the myths that is

often associated with these groups; namely that they achieve well despite high

levels of social disadvantage. In 2005 the Daily Mail reported: 

Attacking ‘the simplistic argument’ that underachieving black boys are the

victims of the ‘racist attitudes’, [Trevor Phillips] pointed out that Chinese and

Indian children, who are just as likely to come from poor backgrounds and to

face racism, typically do nearly three times as well as black boys.9

Although Indian and Chinese students undoubtedly face racism, sometimes of the

most vicious kind it is not the case that they ‘are just as likely to come from poor back-
grounds’ as Black students or other lower-achieving minoritized groups. Significantly

fewer Indian and Chinese students come from poor or working-class households.

Nevertheless, it is the case that even those who do meet current indicators of

poverty (such as receipt of free school meals) tend to achieve more highly than

peers of the same gender and FSM-status in other ethnic groups.
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Chapter 3 includes data on the higher than average overall attainment of Indian

and Chinese students. Exhibit 7.1 compares the attainment of Chinese, Indian and

Dual Heritage (White/Asian) students in relation to the White majority. In each case

the White students are the least likely of the four groups to achieve the GCSE

benchmark while Chinese students achieve the best results. The levels of performance

are such that FSM Chinese students are more likely to achieve five higher grade passes

than their White peers who are not in receipt of free school meals. 

Exhibit 7.1: Educational achievement of Chinese, Indian, Dual Heritage
(White/Asian) and White students by gender and free school meal status:
England, 2006

Percentage gaining five or more higher grade GCSE passes (any subject)
Chinese Indian Dual Heritage White

White/Asian
Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys

Free school 80.0% 65.0% 62.6% 48.3% 42.9% 34.4% 31.3% 24.0%
meals (FSM)

Non-FSM 84.9% 75.8% 78.3% 69.2% 77.4% 70.2% 65.6% 56.0%

Source: adapted from DfES (2006b): Table 32.

When it comes to explaining the higher than average attainments of Indian and

Chinese students many commentators (and some academics) are quick to seek

explanations that locate the source solely within the students and their families: 

WHITE children are being left behind by their Asian classmates in exam

performance, according to the latest figures. … Education experts believe tradi-
tional family values and hard work are responsible for the outstanding school
performance of Young Asians.

Daily Mail10

[T]hey found that Chinese and Indian pupils began with better key stage 1

results, pulling further ahead as they got older. … Dr Wilson’s team believes

that, because the differences in progress appear nearly uniform across the

country, non-school factors are likely to be more significant. She said: ‘We think

it’s more about (pupil) aspiration.’ The research revealed that Asian families in
particular placed a strong emphasis on education as the key to getting on in life.

Times Educational Supplement11

The latter quotation is especially interesting. First, it should be noted that the

article reports on a quantitative research study and such approaches have proven

particularly unsuited to identifying inequalities in treatment, expectation and
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support within schools.12 Second, it is important to note that such blanket conclu-

sions are not always supported when the detailed findings are interrogated fully. A

report whose lead author is quoted in the TES story above, for example, states at

the outset: ‘We address some of the usual factors invoked to explain attainment

gaps: poverty, language, school quality, and teacher influence. We conclude that

our findings are more consistent with the importance of factors like aspirations

and attitudes.’13

And yet the detail of the same report notes that these arguments are not valid

for Black groups – a vital difference that is absent from both the report’s abstract

and the attendant press coverage: 

[T]he average improvement that we have shown above is close to universal

for most ethnic groups. … The two groups for which this is not true are

students with Black Caribbean or other Black heritage. … These findings

suggest that different school processes and practices may have an important

influence on outcomes for Black Caribbean or other Black heritage students.14

The report’s main summary, therefore, seems to suggest that low Black

achievement might be a reflection of their lower ‘aspirations and attitudes’: the

fact that the study data do not support this view is only revealed 20 pages later in

the body of the text. Significantly, the word ‘racism’ is absent from the entire 65-

page report, which confirms the difficulty that quantitative approaches have when

exploring complex and often hidden processes that create and sustain race

inequality.

A further problem is the snapshot nature of many accounts. By focusing on

statistics or interviews at a single time point there is a tendency for researchers to

assume that high achievement has always been present and, therefore, that its

causes must be relatively stable, such as community-based factors. Taking a longer

timespan into account, however, suggests that this is a more dynamic process than

is usually recognized. Exhibit 7.2 illustrates the growing gap between Indian and

White students since the early 1990s. This rise has coincided with the increased

emphasis on attainment in standardized tests as a crude indicator of ‘standards’ in

published school league tables (see Chapter 3). 

In previous research, co-authored with Deborah Youdell, I have shown how

annual increases in performance have been bought at great cost.15 In a pattern that

has since been widely recognized, including in the US and Canada, we showed

how schools have turned to increased use of internal selection as they try to

maximize their position in the ‘A-to-C economy’ that the league tables have

created.16 In this situation schools are not only competing against each other, they

are also competing against themselves because failure to improve on the previous

year’s performance could lead to accusations of ‘coasting’. Schools as institutions,

and teachers as individuals, respond by rationing education through a process of

‘educational triage’: they focus on students who they believe offer the best chance

of attaining the benchmark level that counts towards the externally mandated

performance indicators. In this context teachers’ beliefs about the natural innate
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‘ability’ and motivation of certain groups pay dividends in terms of students’ like-

lihood of being selected for the highest ranked teaching groups and receiving all

the other benefits that accrue to those who embody (literally) the school’s hopes of

academic success.

In our joint research Deborah Youdell and I focused mainly on how class and

race combined to ensure the success of middle-class White students whilst placing

considerable additional hurdles in the way of their Black peers, who were deemed

to be lacking sufficient ability and/or motivation to succeed.17 In her subsequent

research Youdell has explored the minutia of these processes in greater detail and,

in particular, broadened her analysis to include an additional national site

(Australia) and a greater range of minoritized groups.18

Focusing on how particular identities are constituted (made, remade and

contested) in the everyday interactions of students with peers and teachers in school,

Youdell offers a more nuanced and critical understanding of how particular roles and

expectations are policed on a day-by-day, minute-by-minute basis. She builds upon,

and extends, Howard Becker’s notion of the ‘ideal client’19 to show ‘that under-

standings and identifications of students’ by teachers and peers are not merely

descriptive of students, they are ‘implicated in creating students in these terms’.20

From the perspective of this chapter Youdell’s work with Indian girls is especially

important. Through detailed engagement with the daily life of schools and class-

rooms, she charts the girls’ experiences as particular versions of raced- and
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(hetero)sexed- identities are constituted. Despite the girls’ attempts to move outside

the boundaries identified for them by teacher- and student-stereotypes, they are ulti-

mately subject to the wider processes through which their ‘Indian-ness’ is constituted

and constitutes them: as ‘good students and acceptable (that is hard working and

attaining but not intrinsically gifted) learners’.21 Crucially, Youdell links these

processes to wider cultural and structural operations of racism and builds on Said’s

work to note the continued operation of ‘Orientalist discourses of Asian submission

and work ethic’.22 These assumptions, of course, are in marked contrast to the

growing Islamophobic anti-Muslim discourses that have always been present but

exploded as a result of the so-called ‘War on Terror’ (see Chapter 4).23

The expansion of qualitative research in recent decades has been reflected in an

increasing range of scholarship that reveals the complex social identities of

students who too often face simplistic, one-dimensional labels in their school life.

Research by Ghazala Bhatti and Farzana Shain, for example, has been especially

important in revealing the contrast between teachers’ predictable and often

oppressive stereotyping of ‘Asian’ students and the rich, varied reality of their lives

in school, at home and on the streets with their peers.24 As Farzana Shain argues,

‘rather than being the passive victims of oppressive cultures, the girls are actively

engaged in producing identities that draw on both the residual cultures of the

home and the local and regional cultures they now inhabit.’25

Louise Archer and Becky Francis map similar territory in their interview-based

study of the educational experiences of Chinese students in London. They build on

previous work (by Chau and Yu, Parker, and Song) in an exploration of the myriad

possible influences behind Chinese academic ‘success’.26 They emphasize a range of

factors and note the exceptionally positive views that many teachers hold of Chinese

students and their universal attribution of this to ‘home’ and ‘cultural’ influences.27

Frequently teachers contrast their positive evaluation of Chinese students against their

negative expectations of other, less highly achieving, minoritized groups: ‘I particu-

larly work with Afro-Caribbean groups and I know there’s huge problems within

that, you know, culture there, to try and get the kids motivated, especially boys.’28 The

level of teachers’ positive expectation of Chinese students is so exceptionally high that

Archer and Francis note: ‘A number of other teachers also expressed concern over

whether particular British-Chinese boys were achieving their “whole potential” where

their achievement was average or good, rather than outstanding.’29

I have already noted the dangers of teachers’ assumptions about innate

racialized ‘potential’ in previous chapters: at this point it is sufficient to note the

stark contrast that the research evidence suggests between White teachers’ views of

different minoritized groups and the institutional force that such evaluations carry

at a time of increased internal selection and separation (see Chapters 4 and 5). 

Model minorities: winners and losers

Pyon Gap Min, of City University of New York, describes the ‘model minority’

thesis as ‘probably the most frequently cited concept in the Asian American school

science literature over the past two decades’.30 It is a concept that generates consid-
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erable controversy. Put simply, the model minority thesis suggests that ‘Asian’

Americans, particularly those of Japanese and Chinese ethnic heritage, provide a

model of hard work, family stability and self-sacrifice that illustrates the best way

for any migrant community to achieve social mobility by taking advantage of the

freedoms and opportunities afforded to all in the USA. Asian American scholars are
among the sternest critics of the model minority thesis. They argue that it over-simplifies

the experiences and achievements of Asian Americans by ignoring areas of

inequality and deep-rooted disadvantage; operates to the detriment of other

minoritized groups who are demonized and scapegoated as poor reflections of the

Asian American stereotype; and that the image is detrimental to Asian Americans

themselves, not least because it masks their own experience of racism and marginal-

ization.31 Each of these criticisms can equally be applied to the popular image of

Indian and Chinese success in the UK. I have shown that British Indian and

Chinese students are much more diverse and complex groups than is usually

assumed. In this section I wish briefly to explore some of the other consequences of

the popular presentation of these groups as British model minorities. 

Model minorities: the benefit to the status quo

I have already indicated some of the ways in which the achievement of Indian and

Chinese students is positioned in public debates on race and education: at this

point it is worth considering the process a little further. The public image of

successful hard-working Indian and Chinese students has become a discursive

resource that is deployed whenever the question of racism in education is raised.

There are two key ways in which this happens: first, the mere fact of minority

success is positioned as if it automatically disproves the charge of racism against

any and all minoritized groups; and second, comparisons are made with ‘under-

achieving’ groups so that the latter are cast as deficient and even dangerous.

The notion of institutional racism, as operationalized in the Lawrence Inquiry

report, has been subject to huge controversy and wilful misrepresentation (see

Chapter 6). Although the concept clearly attempts to recognize the complex (some-

times hidden) nature of racism, a great deal of White comment seems to ignore this

dimension and equate every mention of ‘racism’ with race hatred of the most

conscious, violent and one-dimensional kind. Within this simplistic world view any
minority success is assumed to be incompatible with the charge of racism: 

Whatever failings teachers have, racism – institutional or otherwise – is not one

of them … We have known for some time that in secondary schools, pupils of

Asian and Chinese origin make better progress than their white peers.

Professor Anthony O’Hear32

The infamous definition, produced by the Macpherson inquiry into the

murder of Stephen Lawrence, is demonstrably ridiculous here. For the report

shows that while Bangladeshi and black Caribbean children do worse than

152 Racism and education



Model minorities 153

white children, Indians and Chinese do very much better. It’s a strange kind of

institutional racism that actually favours some ethnic minorities.

Melanie Phillips33

I’m no educationist, but if you examine the statistics it is certainly difficult to

conclude that our schools discriminate against ethnic minorities, even unwit-

tingly. Chinese and some other Asian pupils excel, easily outperforming the

whites.

Rod Liddle34

Reading statements like these it is sometimes difficult to believe that the opinions

are serious: do commentators (regardless of their own Whiteness and lack of

research understanding) genuinely think that success by one or two minority

groups necessarily disproves the presence of racism across the board? Are they

really so convinced of the system’s colour-blind meritocratic principles? Each of

the writers noted above has been an outspoken critic of the state education system

and yet they cannot conceive that some minoritized groups are systematically

discriminated against in the same system they are so swift to decry at other times

(on other topics). These quotations are especially revealing because each of the

articles references the Lawrence Inquiry, either directly or indirectly, and yet

completely fails to understand even the most basic reality of how racism operates.

Statements such as these trade on the crudest possible notion of racism and are

entirely at odds with the research evidence from schools.

As I have noted, there is a large and growing body of work that clearly docu-

ments how teachers’ perspectives differ depending on the particular minoritized

group they are dealing with. Racists have always played favourites, viewing some

groups as exotic, mysterious and alluring, while others are seen as bestial, savage

and threatening: the same processes are at play in contemporary classrooms and

staffrooms.35 The exceptionally high expectations that many teachers hold about

Indian and Chinese students are the flip side of the same coin that involves the

demonization of Black students. Indeed, many commentators and ‘experts’ display

these same tendencies in their readiness to use the model minority stereotype of

Indian and Chinese students as licence to further denigrate and assault Black

students, their parents and communities: 

There’s certainly not institutional racism … If Indian children are doing better

than white children then there is not institutional racism. We have to look at the
particular groups themselves and wonder what’s happening there.

Professor James Tooley36

Asian and Chinese pupils still manage to get more out of the school expe-

rience than do black boys. Alan Hall, a Bradford head teacher, believes: ‘The
biggest single advantage [Asian pupils] gain from their family background is that
they are seldom cynical about school, teachers and education.’

Yasmin Alibhai-Brown37



What these perspectives fail to understand is the absolutely vital importance of

education for very many of the minoritized groups that appear at the wrong end of

the league table hierarchy. The Black British community, for example, has an exem-
plary history of mobilization around educational issues, not only pushing for

better standards in the state system but also organizing and funding literally thou-

sands of ‘supplementary’ and ‘Saturday’ schools run by the community, for the

community.38 But this commitment – whilst at least as deep as any other groups’ –

does not always surface in ways that match the expectations of White teachers and

other observers. The headteacher quoted by Yasmin Alibhai-Brown is especially

interesting because of his reference to ‘cynicism’. Research with Black students and

parents, in the US and the UK, reveals a degree of understanding and wariness

that might be viewed (incorrectly) as cynicism by some, but is perhaps more accu-

rately viewed as a realistic understanding of past injustices and current mistreat-

ments. Jan McKenley’s life history research with Black 40-something fathers, for

example, reveals the vital but complex place that education holds within their lives

as parents and as ex-students: 

When I sat my maths exam at school, one look at the paper told me that I was

not equipped to do it, to pass it so I left after a few minutes. I knew I was

going to fail, so I take control. (Owen)

My kids know that I am in private aggressively pro-black and condemning of

white racism and so debates around subjects become quite lively at home …

My kids watched me as I did my MBA [Master of Business Administration]

and my son, in particular who is good at maths, was roped in to help me with

the mathematics in the MBA. They have a sense that there are benefits to be

gained. So he knows it’s to be strived for. I said to him don’t be doing yours at

my age, do bits of study but get the bulk of it out of your way while you’re

young. (Dennis)

I make my guidance explicit and I insist on homework being done. I make my

expectations and goals explicit and encourage my children to do the same.

(Devon)39

Similarly, Lorna Cork’s work with Black parents and students powerfully demon-

strates that many parents, especially fathers, are deeply involved in their children’s

education but sometimes in ways that are not immediately visible to schools, who

assume that absence at a parents’ evening denotes an absent or uninterested parent

and are unaware of the myriad complex constraints that can prevent such overt

displays.40 None of this should come as a surprise: migrant communities

frequently look to education as a way of cementing their future. The commitments

of ‘model minorities’ are no more impressive than those of less successful and more

maligned groups: Exhibit 7.3, for example, provides the most powerful evidence

possible, in this case relating to an ‘asylum seeker’; a group defined in current

154 Racism and education



British popular and political discourses as among the least deserving and most

Othered of groups. 

Exhibit 7. 3

‘I want my son Antonio to stay in the UK to continue his studies’

So read a note found after Manuel Bravo, a 35-year-old asylum seeker, hung
himself at the Yarl’s Wood Detention Centre, Bedfordshire, the day before he
expected to be forcibly repatriated to Angola.

Mr Bravo’s son Antonio, aged 13 at the time of his father’s death, will now be
able to stay in England until he is 18, when he will be able to apply for asylum.

Mr Bravo’s parents, who had links to a political opposition group, were
murdered in Angola in 2001. Mr Bravo’s wife and youngest child had returned
briefly to Angola, so that she could care for a recently orphaned niece: they
were imprisoned for two months and then fled to a neighbouring country.

At his first tribunal hearing in England Mr Bravo represented himself because
his solicitor failed to show. Contemporary newspaper reports suggest that Mr
Bravo and his son were taken into custody at 6am when police broke into their
house. At that point there had still been no official result from his earlier asylum
hearing, making his removal to the detention centre illegal.

A year later the inquest heard that a note left for Antonio read: ‘Be a good son
and do well at school.’

Sources: BBC News Online (2006m); Herbert (2005); Pallister (2006).

Damaged models: the costs of ‘success’

The presence of high-achieving supposedly ‘model minorities’ is clearly a good

thing for those who would argue that racism in education is a marginal issue or

perhaps even a wholly phantom concern. Although the assertion is patently

wrong, as we have seen previously, it is a regular and well loved staple of British

educational commentators. It might also be assumed that the model minority

stereotype is pretty good news for the students concerned; after all, the excep-

tionally high teacher expectations generally translate into additional educational

resources and high achievement. As Asian American scholars have pointed out,

however, being a ‘model’ is not a uniformly positive experience; unfortunately, the

same patterns of racist abuse and social exclusion have been documented in the

UK. Chinese and ‘Caribbean’ people, for example, report similar levels of racial

harassment.41 In the late 1990s research revealed ‘a minimum of a quarter of a

million racist incidents a year. Nearly a quarter of those who had been racially

harassed had been victimised five or more times in the past year.’42

As Tariq Modood notes, these statistics are especially sickening because racist
harassment carries additional important dimensions: 

Racial victimisation … is not random: victims are chosen on the basis of their

group characteristics. The victim cannot console themselves by saying ‘it

Model minorities 155



could have happened to anybody’. You know you were chosen because of

what you are, because of a malice directed at a part of yourself. Thus racial

attacks are both more deeply personally damaging and frighten not just the

individual victims but groups of people.43

There has undoubtedly been a significant increase in racist harassment following the

events of 9/11 and the 2005 London bombings. Although full official figures have

not been released it is known that ‘Asian’ people have been especially affected.44

Similarly, within schools, Archer and Francis talk of a ‘negative positive’ stereotype,

which continues the ‘exoticising and pathologising’ Orientalist discourse that has

been current, but constantly developing, for centuries. Alongside these complex

exclusions they also note that: ‘“old” racisms – based on essentialised constructions

of bodily differences, and expressed as explicit racist abuse – remain a common and

“everyday” experience for British-Chinese pupils in London schools’.45

Deborah Youdell’s detailed ethnography of young people’s school lives goes

even further, exploring how an intermeshing set of racist stereotypes and

(hetero)sexist practices and beliefs come to construct informal, but incredibly

powerful, lines of sanctioned and prohibited social relations between young

people in a London school. Her work shows how even the most intimate and

apparently personal of relationships are shaped by racism and how, among peers in

Taylor Comprehensive, Indian students of both sexes occupied an isolated and

denigrated position in the informal ‘Hierarchy within the Other’.46

The model minority stereotype does not automatically continue into the post-

school world. On average Indian and Chinese young people leave the state

education system with significantly higher qualifications than other groups but there

is evidence that these do not translate into a privileged position in the labour market;

here, racism – both overt and indirect – remains a major barrier that is acknowledged

even in official reports. Take, for example, the following Cabinet Office quote:

Even when differences in educational attainment are accounted for, ethnic

minorities still experience significant labour market disadvantages. 

In general, ethnic minorities, including Indians, do not get the jobs that

their qualification levels justify … [There is] strong evidence that discrimi-

nation plays a significant role.47

It is clear, therefore, that the often cited examples of Indian and Chinese educa-

tional success are a lot more complex, and a lot less rosy, than is usually portrayed

in politics and the popular media. Before concluding this chapter, however, I want

to highlight a further aspect of the model minority issue that is especially unset-

tling: it concerns the question of the disposable nature of model minorities. 

Disposable models: the case of the Montserratian diaspora

I have shown that White people draw considerable benefit from the existence of 

so-called model minorities: the stereotype provides a strong rhetorical counter to
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accusations of racism and unfairness. In contrast, the minoritized groups themselves

are assumed to enjoy a racism-free life despite the reality of racist harassment and

labour market exclusion. But there is a case in recent British history which suggests

that it does not matter who provides the model so long as there is a model to point to.

So far as popular and political discourses of education and meritocracy are concerned

the existence of high-performing minoritized groups is a significant advantage but

the position of the particular groups themselves may not be as secure as is often

supposed. The case of the Montserratian diaspora provides a tragic example.

On 18 July 1995, after centuries of inactivity, the Soufriere Hills Volcano burst

into life, bringing destruction to the Caribbean island of Montserrat (a British

dependent territory). Successive eruptions led to considerable internal

displacement but a major eruption on 25 June 1997 destroyed seven villages and

prompted the British Government to create an assisted passage programme,

sparking a major outward migration.48

Although many families had initially fled the island for a variety of destinations,

including the US and Canada, a large majority relocated to the UK; not only

because of the assisted passage scheme but also because, like many of the post-war

Caribbean migrants before them, they saw Britain as the ‘Mother’ country.49 Based

on an analysis of an official Montserrat Government survey, Gertrude Shotte notes

that: ‘[E]ducation was the decisive factor that influenced families to relocate to

England … It was a widely held belief among islanders that England’s education

system was the best.’50 But the islanders were surprised by the system that greeted

them. Many felt that the work was unchallenging and the popular media, hungry

for stories critical of educational ‘standards’, was happy to publicize the situation.

Under the headline ‘British schools are second rate say the volcano island

refugees’, the Mail on Sunday used interviews with a small number of parents and

students to launch an attack on the UK system that covered many of the perennial

complaints beloved of conservative critics, including school discipline, the

supposed loss of rigour in examinations and the use of ‘mixed ability’ teaching

rather than academic selection: 

BRITISH schooling was once the envy of the world, a byword for academic

excellence adopted by 150 nations as the gold standard of education.

But today that belief has been exposed as a myth by 2,000 school children

from Montserrat, who put our schools to shame. … For the parents of

Montserrat – a British dependency – are astonished at Britain’s poor school

standards and lack of discipline …

The people of Montserrat – population 12,000 – have been raised in an educa-

tional time-warp with a system modelled on the traditional set of standards

which many believe have been destroyed by ‘progressive’ teaching in Britain.51

Alongside a picture of neatly dressed students doing their homework (see Exhibit

7.4), the newspaper presented the Montserratian students as a model of

commitment and hard work who were ‘horrified’ at the low standards they

encountered: 
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[T]he evacuated children can be up to two years ahead of their classmates in

British schools. In Montserrat pupils are in three streams and are urged to

compete to be ‘top of the class’. Yet here they are frustrated by the lack of drive

to excel in mixed-ability classes.52

Despite such publicity, however, the Montserratian students did not find them-

selves treated as a model minority inside school. They were classified simply as

‘Caribbean’; a symbol of the system’s almost total failure to recognize their

particular needs arising from the trauma of what had happened on – and to – their

homeland and the fact of their enforced passage to England. 
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Gertrude Shotte was a headteacher on Montserrat who shared the students’

passage to England and has become the leading authority on their subsequent

experiences in the UK. She notes that: 

They were repeatedly stereotyped into situations with little or no consider-

ation given to their Montserratian and/or individual identity … [I]t appears

that they had automatically acquired all the stereotypes and negative percep-

tions that teachers have of first wave African Caribbean students. 53

To make matters worse, both the welfare and education systems seemed to

respond in ways that owed much to bureaucracy and ignorance and little to

humanity or professionalism. Indeed, it seems that labels such as ‘refugee’ were

inconsistently applied or denied by different organizations but always in ways that

disadvantaged the Montserratians. Hence, they were denied the usual range of

refugee support, including counselling services, because they did not meet the

definition of refugees fleeing a war-torn country with a fear of persecution.

However, British schools often placed them in classes to focus on ‘English as an

additional language’ (EAL) because that was what they did with ‘refugee’

children: the fact that English is the official language of Montserrat had, appar-

ently, not been considered.54

Ultimately, the educational experiences and achievements of Montserratian

youth in the UK have been low, especially among the boys. They have also experi-

enced disproportionate numbers of exclusions from school and involvement with

the criminal justice system (like the larger group of African Caribbean students

into which they were assumed to fit).55

A final heartbreaking measure of the disposable nature of model minorities can

be found in a subsequent press story about the students. This story appears in the

specialist education press, not the popular press of Exhibit 7.4. Indeed, no further

trace of the Montserratian students can be found in the Mail on Sunday nor its

sister title the Daily Mail: having acted as a launch pad for criticisms of the state

system it seems their purpose had been served.56 Several years later, however, the

Times Educational Supplement included an account of Gertrude Shotte’s research: it

featured a response by a teachers’ representative, which typifies the standard non-

engagement with evidence of institutional racism (see Chapter 6): 

Dr Shotte’s research, which forms a PhD thesis for London’s Institute of

Education, is based on a five-year investigation of 40 pupils’ experiences in

London … Dr Shotte said the pupils’ main problems were institutional

racism and teachers’ poor expectations.

Julie Davies, secretary of Haringey National Union of Teachers, said it was

understandable the families felt disappointed with schools in a deprived part

of London. But she said it was ‘absolutely dreadful’ to claim teachers were

failing the pupils.57
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Once again, a teachers’ representative is quick to feel sympathy for minoritized

students but angered by the suggestion that teachers’ own actions and assump-

tions could possibly be implicated.

Conclusion

This chapter has focused on the issue of ‘model minorities’; not merely on the

groups themselves but on their construction and deployment as a stereotype. The

popular image of Indian and Chinese students as hard-working and successful

enables the education system to sustain its claim to fairness and impartiality and, in

particular, to reject accusations of racism. I have shown how the relevant debates

are characterized by a number of myths. At this stage it may be useful briefly to

recap some of the facts that have emerged contrary to the ‘model minority’

stereotype: 

MYTH: ‘Chinese and Indian children … are just as likely to come from poor back-

grounds … as black boys’,58 so their success has nothing to do with social

class.

REALITY: Chinese and Indian students have a markedly different socio-economic

profile compared with other minoritized groups: they are significantly less

likely to experience economic disadvantage and more likely to attend private

schools.

MYTH: ‘[T]raditional family values and hard work are responsible for the

outstanding school performance of Young Asians’,59 which suggests that

other minoritized groups fail because they lack sufficient drive and ambition.

REALITY: The successful minoritized groups are not alone in having high expecta-

tions and commitment to education. Education is frequently valued

extremely highly by migrant communities, including those who experience

considerable educational and economic disadvantage. Black groups, often

disparaged by media commentators, have established thousands of supple-

mentary schools to boost their children’s achievement.

MYTH: ‘Chinese and Indian children … are just as likely … to face racism’60 and so

their higher than average performance proves that other groups’ under-

achievement cannot be blamed on racism.

REALITY: White teachers tend to view ‘model minorities’ with exaggeratedly

positive expectations so far as their academic potential is concerned. These

expectations translate into tangible advantages in the classroom. However,

Chinese and Indian people (adults and children) are frequently subjected to

racist harassment in school and wider society.

In addition, I have suggested that the current success of certain minoritized groups

may be less secure than is often assumed. The attainment of all ethnic groups,

including the White majority, is subject to fluctuations as the education system

responds to outside pressures to ‘raise standards’. Indian students, in particular,

appear to have benefited from recent changes that have placed a premium on
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students that schools believe are capable of reaching the benchmark levels in public

measures of standards and accountability. In marked contrast, Montserratian

students, once held up as a model of good discipline and hard work, appear to

have been treated in school as part of the wider group of Black Caribbean children

– with all the attendant negative attributions – and have suffered a spectacular

slump in their attainments as a result.

The message of this chapter, therefore, is clear: White powerholders are the

only group to draw unquestioned advantage from the continued stereotype of

Indian and Chinese model minorities. Other less highly achieving groups are

demonized by comparison; accusations of racism are dismissed out of hand; and

even the ‘model’ students themselves experience the negative side of stereotyping

and racism at the hands of their teachers and peers. The racism that characterizes

education, therefore, runs so deep that even the very groups that are held up as

proof of an equitable and prejudice-free system are themselves subject to racist

violence and exclusions.

This chapter, like so many of the previous chapters, has revealed how the

official image of education hides a system of racial exclusion and oppression where

the most consistent beneficiaries are White people. The following chapter,

therefore, takes White people – and the construction of ‘Whiteness’ – as its focus.
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8 WhiteWorld 
Whiteness and the performance
of racial domination

What has become clear to me is my parents have a disdain towards ‘white-
world’. They came here to earn money. They came for no other reason. They
don’t trust white people, they don’t engage with them more than they have to
and certainly school was a white institution.

Dennis, a Black Londoner
whose parents migrated to England in the 1950s1

Introduction

Most White people would probably be surprised by the idea of ‘WhiteWorld’: they

see only the world; its Whiteness is invisible to them because the racialized nature

of politics, policing, education and every other sphere of public life is so deeply

ingrained that it has become normalized; unremarked and taken for granted. As I

argued in Chapters 1 and 2, this is an exercise of power that goes beyond notions

of ‘White privilege’ and can only be adequately understood through a language of

power and domination. Privilege is too soft a word; this is about supremacy. But it

is a form of supremacy that is multifaceted: at one moment harsh and aggressive

(seen at its most obvious in relation to the so-called ‘War on Terror’) but at the

next moment, subtle and hidden – written through the fabric of what counts as

‘normality’ in what Dennis describes as ‘WhiteWorld’.

This chapter addresses two key issues that are fundamental to understanding

the workings of racism in the education system. First, I look at how critical

scholars have theorized Whiteness: in other words, what is the nature of

Whiteness? How is it best understood? What processes produce and enforce it?

The second part of the chapter applies this understanding to an empirical example

of Whiteness in action; in this case, a national radio phone-in devoted to the

discussion of race and intelligence. The analysis shows how supposedly ‘free

speech’ is highly structured in ways that constantly foreground the perspectives

and interests of White people, while euphemisms and pseudo-science construct an

image of Black people as irrational and inherently less intelligent. The episode

highlights the continued discursive power of racist beliefs about the nature of

ability and the role of the media in recycling and respecting arguments that have

long been discredited.
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Theorizing Whiteness

The sound of silence

‘Some of your other work – on under-achievement – that was quite good. My
students really like that thing you did for Ofsted; that was useful. But all this
talk about White Supremacy? I think you’ve gone mad.’

This is how a White professor responded to a conference presentation that I made

in late 2003. It was the first time I had presented my ideas about CRT and White

Supremacy in public and the event had already proven to be a memorable one. I

made my comments as part of a symposium; each speaker presented for around

ten minutes and then fielded questions for a further five minutes. My talk looked

at how Black students had been disadvantaged historically by educational reforms

that were presented as in the interests of ‘everyone’ but where the most significant

and consistent beneficiaries were always White students.2 In conclusion, I linked

the empirical data to a CRT analysis of White Supremacy as a hidden but ever-

present aspect of the political mainstream rather than the fringe neo-Nazi manifes-

tations that usually spring to mind when the phrase is used (see Chapter 2).

My presentation was met with total silence. 

Admittedly, my talk may not have been the most stimulating ten minutes the

audience had ever experienced but it was far from the worst presentation of the

session. Nevertheless, no-one in the overwhelmingly White audience had a

question. No-one wanted to challenge my statistics; no-one wanted to hear more

about this thing ‘Critical Race Theory’. In short, everyone had heard more than

enough. This was the first time that I’d experienced such a reaction: even as an

undergraduate my presentations would always generate a few challenges or queries. 

Afterwards I spoke to one of my graduate students, one of the few people of

color in the audience. She said that there were two White people in front of her

who, as I spoke, got lower and lower in their seats: ‘It was as if they were trying to

disappear,’ she observed.

This experience often comes to my mind. I have presented data on the extensive

and deepening race inequities in schools to extremely varied audiences, from

senior policymakers and teachers’ leaders, to parents and community groups

working for grass-roots change. When I talk about the scale of race inequality an

intense and interesting discussion usually follows. But when I talk to mostly-White

audiences about how White people are actively implicated in the situation (as

teachers, policymakers, media commentators) then the reaction changes; as at the

earlier conference, I am sometimes met with complete silence. The audience stares

at the PowerPoint slide on display behind me; some audience members shuffle

papers; others look at the table in front of them. Soon the chairperson takes the

hint and thanks me for my time. Silence. Goodbye. Next item of business.

Charles Mills has said:

[T]here will be characteristic and pervasive patterns of not seeing and not

knowing – structured white ignorance, motivated inattention, self-deception,

historical amnesia, and moral rationalization – that people of color, for their



164 Racism and education

own survival, have to learn to become familiar with and overcome in making

their case for racial equality.3

Charles Mills is one of the most important contemporary race theorists. Currently

a Distinguished Professor in the Department of Philosophy at the University of

Illinois at Chicago, Mills captures brilliantly the many contours of White

Supremacy as it saturates the everyday reality of the US. The silence that so often

descends around questions of White complicity is part of the ‘motivated inat-

tention’ and ‘self-deception’ that Mills describes. However, it would be foolish to

imagine that White Supremacy is always so low key. 

Whiteness, property and ‘Other’ people’s bodies

To understand the long, bloody history of police brutality against blacks in the
United States, for example, one has to recognize it not as excesses by individual
racists but as an organic part of this political enterprise.

Charles W. Mills4

Mills argues that threats to White racial domination are typically met with

disproportionate brutality as a means of restating and reinforcing the unequal

distribution of power. He notes, for example, that slave revolts were ‘punished in

an exemplary way … with torture and retaliatory mass killings far exceeding the

number of white victims’.5 He sees such action in contemporary police brutality

and in the state-sanctioned racist application of the death penalty where, of the

thousands executed, ‘only very rarely has a white been executed for killing a

black’.6

A report on the USA by Amnesty International indicates that:

The race of the murder victim appears to be a major factor in determining

who is sentenced to death. Blacks and whites in the USA are the victims of

murder in almost equal numbers, yet 82 per cent of prisoners executed since

1977 were convicted of the murder of a white person … The race of the

defendant is also a factor. A recent study, made public in June 1998, found

that in Philadelphia the likelihood of receiving a death sentence is nearly four

times higher if the defendant is black, after taking into account aggravating

factors. In effect, the study found that being black could in itself act as an

aggravating factor in determining a sentence.7

In Chapter 2, I described how Jean Charles de Menezes, an innocent man, was

shot dead by police who had followed him as he caught a bus, entered a train

station, calmly swiped his ticket and then boarded a train. Race played a key role in

the events that led to his death and racism found further expression in the subse-

quent media reaction as right-wing commentators sought to praise his killers,

defend them from possible prosecution and ensure that they would act in the same

way under similar circumstances in the future. It seems reasonable to suggest that

this utter disregard for the potential threat of more innocent victims of police



shootings cannot be completely unrelated to the racial identification of the media

commentators (overwhelmingly White) and the potential victims (overwhelm-

ingly people of color). Put simply, the White commentators know – though they

may not admit it, even to themselves – that they will never be mistaken for a

terrorist and killed on their way to work. Consequently, the argument that such

mistakes are a price worth paying trades on the tacit awareness that the price will

be paid by Other people. Such brutal acts are, thankfully, rare but lower level racist

harassment is a fact of life in the so-called ‘War on Terror’. 

Racial profiling: restoring White ‘normality’

[A]n ontological shudder has been sent through the system of the white polity,
calling forth what could be called the white terror to make sure that the founda-
tions of the moral and political universe stay in place.

Charles W. Mills8

Mills’s quote relates to earlier perceived threats to White Supremacy but the scale

of the anger, fear and desire for retribution that has sprung from 9/11 and subse-

quent events is neatly captured by the notion of an ‘ontological shudder’ passing

through the system. In Chapter 4, I described the tremendous anger and ‘retal-

iatory confidence’ that found expression in political discourse and policy after

9/11. A further example of these forces can be found in the discussion, and

practice, of racial profiling.9

The police’s power to ‘stop and search’ has a long history of disproportionately

targeting Black Britons.10 Following the 2005 London bombings, however, those

powers swung to target the latest perceived threat. People of color knew that racial

profiling was in operation immediately after the 7 July bombings. The under-

ground rail network opened for business the following day but heightened

security included the use of stop and search at station entrances and the people

selected for questioning appeared anything but random. Nevertheless, it was

several weeks before the policy was officially acknowledged. At the end of July

2005 a Sunday paper carried an interview with Ian Johnston, the chief constable

of the British Transport Police. The article stated the following: 

Mr Johnston made it clear he would not shy away from targeting those groups

likely to present the greatest threat – most obviously young Asian men.

He said: ‘Intelligence-led stop-and-searches have got to be the way,’ adding

that there were ‘challenges for us in managing diversity as an issue’ but that

‘we should not bottle out over this. We should not waste time searching old

white ladies.’ … Technological solutions such as scanners to check people

entering the stations were dismissed by Mr Johnston. ‘You could do one in a

hundred or one in 200, but if you tried to do any more, people trying to get

into Oxford Circus station would back up to Bond Street. You would just be

doing the terrorists’ job for them,’ he said.

Keeping the Tube and the national railway system operating normally is

now a police priority.11
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This is an important development, which was supported by a Government

minister. Note the particular view of ‘normality’ that is assumed in the final

sentence of the quotation. The use of racial profiling to justify the routine

harassment and humiliation of people of color, ‘most obviously young Asian men’,

is by no means normal – at least not in relation to anything in living memory.

However, the quotation reveals a definition of normality that takes for granted a

White subject. The policy priority here is to return White lives to normal as

quickly as possible: distress and inconvenience for people of color is not a threat to

this particular version of normality. The interview generated considerable debate

and Hazel Blears MP (then a minister in the Home Office, later promoted to

communities secretary by Prime Minister Gordon Brown) issued a statement

supporting the policy. She was quoted as follows: 

What it means is if your intelligence in a particular area tells you that you’re

looking for somebody of a particular description, perhaps with particular

clothing on, then clearly you’re going to exercise that power in that way … I

think most ordinary decent people will entirely accept that in terms of their

own safety and security.12

Interestingly, the minister chose to illustrate her point by referring to clothing,

rather than race/ethnicity – an illustration of a tendency to avoid naming race as an

issue even when it is entirely obvious that race (or rather state racism) is the point

at issue. Note also how the minister’s de-racialized talk ends by asserting that

‘most ordinary decent people’ will agree with the policy, implicitly placing outside

the mainstream all people who object to racial profiling on any grounds: such

people simply fail this test of decency.

The issue of officially sanctioned racial profiling once again erupted in August

2006, following police announcements that they had foiled an attempt to destroy

up to ten airliners on route between London and the US.13 The episode proved to

be a revealing example of how economic interests and racism combine powerfully

to argue for additional racist exclusion and harassment. The British Government

initially reacted by forbidding all hand luggage on planes. This was extremely

inconvenient for passengers but the loudest complaints (and persistent threats of

legal action) came from so-called ‘budget’ airlines, which repeatedly called for a

return to the ‘normality’ established in the wake of the London bombs. The chief

executive of Ryanair (one of Britain’s most profitable budget airlines) was quoted

as follows: 

What the government should then have done was return air travel to normality

in much the same way as it successfully restored normal operations to the

London underground within two days of the 7/7 attacks. It is the government’s

failure that is allowing these terrorists to alter Britain’s normal way of life.14

One of the reasons for the budget airlines’ anger was that restrictions on hand

luggage threatened their key money-making strategy. As an aviation analyst
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explained at the time: ‘They have developed a business model based on a 30-

minute turnaround and are moving to hand luggage.’15 The airlines themselves did

not explicitly call for racial profiling. That role was taken by right-wing commen-

tators and think-tanks.16 Speaking on one of the highest profile TV news

programmes in the UK, Susan MacDonald of the Manhattan Institute17 argued: 

We’re talking about Islamic terrorists and it is not just statistically overwhelm-

ingly true that the vast majority of Islamic terrorists have been young men

from South Asian, North Africa or Middle Eastern countries, it is also a

logical tautology … It is only logical and necessary for the police to look at

Islamic people.18

When it was pointed out that one of the 2005 London bombers (the only one not

born in Britain) was not Asian and that the so-called ‘shoe bomber’ (in an earlier

attempt to blow up a transatlantic airliner) was White, MacDonald replied: 

Those are the outliers and you have to use generalisations in law enforcement

… I would say 95 to 97 per cent of successful and intending Islamic terrorists

have fit the profile of young Muslim men of a certain origin in the world.19

The fervour with which commentators such as MacDonald assert the necessity of

racial profiling is every bit as powerful as the campaign waged in the British media

to defend the officers who killed Jean Charles de Menezes (see Chapter 2). Once

again a particular and racist version of ‘normality’ and ‘necessity’ is asserted, one

driven by White interests and White subject positions. It might be suggested, by

the defenders of the Menezes shooters, for example, that these are exceptional

responses born of exceptional times but critical race scholars have argued that this
drive to classify, control and exclude is not merely an unfortunate by-product of events; it
is actually a defining characteristic of Whiteness.

The absolute right to exclude: Whiteness as property

Whiteness at various times signifies and is deployed as identity, status, and
property, sometimes singularly, sometimes in tandem … Whiteness has been
characterized, not by an inherent unifying characteristic, but by the exclusion
of others deemed ‘not white’.

Cheryl I. Harris20

I have already shown how racial identifications can change over time and, under

certain circumstances, be defined by external forces with extreme consequences for

social justice (Chapter 2). It would be wrong, however, to imagine that Whiteness

is an ethereal, endlessly malleable identity. The borders of Whiteness are policed

very actively and, as several of the preceding chapters demonstrate, the interests of

White people are always placed centre stage.21
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Several critical race theorists have documented how White identity has been

constituted historically by the law – where (even after the formal abolition of

slavery) being defined as legally White meant access to a wide range of freedoms

and rights that were withheld from other races.22 In one of the most important

contributions Cheryl Harris examines the legal definition of Whiteness and argues

that it is a form of property – where property is understood to include rights as

well as physical ‘things’: 

Although by popular usage property describes ‘things’ owned by persons, or

the rights of persons with respect to a thing … property may ‘consist of rights

in “things” that are intangible, or whose existence is a matter of legal defi-

nition.’ … Thus, the fact that whiteness is not a ‘physical’ entity does not

remove it from the realm of property.23

Harris goes on to examine the different characteristics and functions of Whiteness,

concluding that the most important characteristic is ‘the absolute right to exclude’:24

‘Whiteness and property share a common premise – a conceptual nucleus – of a

right to exclude. This conceptual nucleus has proven to be a powerful center

around which whiteness as property has taken shape.’25

This absolute right to exclude can be seen vividly in the reactions after 9/11 and

the 2005 London bombings. The mobilization of discourses about the need to

return to ‘normality’ (by fundamentally changing the daily reality of life for people

of color) masks an almost visceral reaction among White policymakers, commen-

tators and media alike, who felt able to embark on the aggressive majoritarianism

that I described in Chapter 4: this is the attitude that gives licence to attack veils;

to attack Islam; to attack difference merely because certain actions offend Whites.

Elsewhere I have commented on the complex interplay of race and class,26 but at

this point it is necessary to note clearly that at key points – like the discourses

surrounding the War on Terror – Whiteness operates to position White people (all
White people) as more important, that is, as superior. Cheryl Harris argues:

‘White’ was defined and constructed in ways that increased its value by rein-

forcing its exclusivity … The wages of whiteness are available to all whites

regardless of class position, even to those whites who are without power,

money, or influence. Whiteness, the characteristic that distinguishes them

from Blacks, serves as compensation even to those who lack material wealth

… as Kimberlé Crenshaw points out, whites have an actual stake in racism.27

These benefits (the ‘wages of whiteness’) are particularly clear in the examples of

racial profiling and other post-9/11 elements of White mobilization against

aspects of the Other that are labelled as un-British or contrary to ‘British’ (that is,

White British) sensitivities. But how does Whiteness operate on a mundane, day-

to-day level? Is Whiteness generally dormant, only coming into action when

threatened? Recent work on the nature of identity in general, and Whiteness in

particular, suggests that Whiteness is an ever-present regime of control and classi-
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fication that saturates society; it is present in the moment-to-moment, seemingly

random and intensely personal interactions and thoughts that shape our lives.

Whiteness in practice

Building on a range of work, in particular the scholarship of Ruth Frankenberg28

and David Roediger,29 Zeus Leonardo discusses some of the defining character-

istics of Whiteness.30 For example: 

• ‘An unwillingness to name the contours of racism’: inequality (in

employment, education, wealth etc.) is explained by reference to any number

of alternative factors rather than being attributable to the actions of Whites.

• ‘The avoidance of identifying with a racial experience or group’: Whiteness

draws much of its power from ‘Othering’ the very idea of ethnicity. A central

characteristic of Whiteness is a process of ‘naturalisation’ such that White

becomes the norm from which other ‘races’ stand apart and in relation to

which they are defined. When White-identified groups do make a claim for a

White ethnic identity alongside other officially recognized ethnic groups (e.g.

as has been tried by the Ku Klux Klan in the US and the British National Party

in England) it is the very exceptionality of such claims that points to the

common-sense naturalization of Whiteness at the heart of contemporary

politics.31

• ‘The minimization of racist legacy’: seeking to ‘draw a line’ under past atroc-

ities as if that would negate their continued importance as historic, economic

and cultural factors.

These are some of the broad contours of racism and Whiteness, but an even more

powerful understanding of Whiteness is offered through detailed research on the

constant interplay of identities at the individual level.

Whiteness as ‘performatively constituted’

In critical scholarship it is not uncommon to hear Whiteness described as a

‘performance’. This can operate as a short-hand means of drawing attention to the

importance of actions and constructed identities – rejecting the simplistic

assumption that ‘Whiteness’ and White-identified people are one and the same

thing. Henry Giroux argues:

[T]he critical project that largely informs the new scholarship on ‘whiteness’

rests on a singular assumption. Its primary aim is to unveil the rhetorical,

political, cultural, and social mechanisms through which ‘whiteness’ is both

invented and used to mask its power and privilege.32

However, at risk of seeming pedantic, there is an important distinction to be made

here between performance and ‘performativity’: it is a distinction that directly
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addresses the power of Whiteness and the problems that critical scholars and

activists face in trying to de-centre it.

The idea of likening social ‘actors’ to performers on a stage is far from novel.

One of the most insightful analyses remains that associated with the so-called

‘Chicago School’ of symbolic interaction, especially in the work of Howard Becker

and Erving Goffman. The latter took the analogy as far as describing an entire

dramaturgical analysis of social interaction; where he talked of ‘performers’,

‘communication out of character’ and ‘front-’ and ‘back’ regions, where actors

allow different (often contradictory) faces to be seen by particular audiences.33

However, one of the problems with such an analysis is the degree to which

performers are aware of the performance they are giving. Even the most dedicated

method-actor retains a knowledge that they are an actor giving an invented

performance. One of the most powerful and dangerous aspects of Whiteness is

that many (possibly the majority) of White people have no awareness of

Whiteness as a construction, let alone their own role in sustaining and playing out

the inequities at the heart of Whiteness. In this sense, the dramaturgical overtones

of the analysis actually under-estimate the size of the task facing critical antiracists.

As Deborah Youdell argues: ‘The terms “perform” and “performance” imply a

volitional subject, even a self-conscious, choosing performer, behind the “act”

which is performed.’34

Drawing on theorists such as Michel Foucault and Judith Butler,35 Youdell

argues for a particular understanding of how power operates on and through the

creation of different subject identities. Through a meticulously documented and

highly sensitive analysis of teenage identity-work in school, Youdell takes seriously

the spaces and possibilities for resistance and subversion. Crucially, however, her

analysis also demonstrates the numerous ways in which certain identities are
strengthened and legitimized through countless acts of reiteration and reinforcement.36

These processes are not foolproof – there is always some scope for resistance – but

their power is enormous, extending even into the most intimate and apparently

idiosyncratic of actions and relationships, including, for example, the particular

constellations of heterosexual desire that are deemed ‘possible’ across race lines in

school.37 Youdell terms this the performative constitution of identity and it points to

the ways in which race and racism are constantly re-inscribed in the endless

mundane yet powerful matrix of raced talk and actions: 

Butler suggests that ‘[b]eing called a name is … one of the conditions by

which a subject is constituted in language’ … This does not infer that the

address conveys a ‘truth’ about the one addressed. Such interpellations are not

understood as being descriptive; rather they are understood as being ‘inaugu-

rative’: ‘[i]t seeks to introduce a reality rather than reporting an existing

one’.38

It is this performative constitution of particular identities and roles that lends

Whiteness its deep-rooted, almost invisible status. This may sound highly theo-

retical but what it points to is the fact that Whiteness exists forcefully and is
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constantly re-enacted and reinforced; through endless, overlapping racialized and

racist actions and discourses – from the assumptions and actions of a White

teacher making decisions about tracking and setting ‘by ability’ (Chapter 5) to

policymakers’ assumptions about the appropriate means of enforcing ‘community

cohesion’ and safeguarding ‘security’ (Chapter 4). In the next section I examine a

particularly important arena for the performative constitution of Whiteness:

public talk about race, education and intelligence that appears open and democratic

but where White voices come to dominate through the mobilization of particular

ideas and strategies that render minoritized voices as illegitimate and untrust-

worthy; a case where talk of racism (presented as an opportunity to freely debate

controversial ideas) functions to remake and reinforce White racial domination.

Free speech as hate speech: racism, Whiteness and phone-in
democracy

Phone-ins, fairness and trust

Radio phone-in shows are big business. In the US the format has proven especially

fruitful for right-wing commentators whose brash attacks on ‘liberal’ campaigners

and issues command a nation-wide audience. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic

note, for example, that the Rush Limbaugh Show alone plays five days a week on

more than 600 radio stations to an audience in excess of 20 million a week.39 Many

of the most successful ‘shock jocks’ – as they are sometimes known – make a career

out of attacks that tread a thin line between what is considered provocative and

downright offensive. The following examples are quoted by Delgado and

Stefancic:

Rush Limbaugh to a black caller: ‘Take that bone out of your nose and call me

back.’

Rush Limbaugh on immigrants: ‘Taxpaying citizens are not being given

access to these welfare and health services that they deserve and desire, but if

you’re an illegal immigrant and cross the border, you get everything you

want.’

Bob Grant following a gay pride march: ‘Ideally, it would have been nice to

have a few phalanxes of policemen with machine guns and mow them down.’

Michael Savage in response to protesters: ‘I wonder how many of those

people outside the radio station are American citizens? I wonder how many of

them are front groups for the very terrorists that John Ashcroft is looking

for?’40

Radio stations in the US are at liberty to air as much of this material as they wish

because of the repeal, in 1987, of the Fairness Doctrine, which had previously
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obliged stations ‘to afford reasonable opportunity for discussion of contrasting

points of view on controversial issues of public importance’.41 During the pursuit

of de-regulation, under the Reagan presidency, the requirements were withdrawn

and successive attempts to restore the doctrine have failed in the face of media

campaigns that claim the doctrine would limit ‘free speech’.

In contrast, UK broadcasters continue to face a much wider range of regula-

tions. The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) has a particularly stringent set

of requirements, reflecting its unique status as a major global broadcaster funded

in large part through public money.42 The BBC describes itself as follows: 

BBC purpose
To enrich people’s lives with programmes and services that inform, educate

and entertain. 

Our vision
To be the most creative organisation in the world.

Our values
• Trust is the foundation of the BBC: we are independent, impartial and

honest.

• Audiences are at the heart of everything we do. 

• We take pride in delivering quality and value for money. 

• Creativity is the lifeblood of our organisation. 

• We respect each other and celebrate our diversity so that everyone can give

their best. 

• We are one BBC: great things happen when we work together.43

Note the emphasis on public service and the combined goal of educating and

informing, whilst entertaining. A concern with honesty, impartiality, quality and

diversity is also prominent. Research suggests that the BBC is extraordinarily

successful in creating trust in its audience. A survey for the Press Gazette found

that, despite strong Government criticism over the way the corporation handled

the build-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, ‘the BBC is still the first place most of

the public turn to when they want to find news reports they can trust … [the BBC]

polled more than five times its nearest rivals’.44

In addition to ‘trust’, the BBC also has an historical commitment to involving its

audience, represented in the assertion that ‘Audiences are at the heart of everything

we do’. Charles Tolson has commented on the BBC’s ‘long-held belief ’ in ‘active

listening’ as opposed to ‘uncommitted hearing’.45 In the earliest days of BBC

radio, for example, schedulers would frequently move programmes in order to

require listeners actively to seek them out and make a deliberate decision to listen.

Scheduling principles have altered over the years but a commitment to audience

interactivity has grown. Nowhere is this more in evidence than on Radio 5 Live,

the BBC’s fifth national radio station.
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Radio 5 Live launched in 1990 and, after an uncertain start, was rebranded as a

dedicated news and sport channel in 1994. Since then the station has become ‘one

of the success stories in the recent history of British broadcasting’ and boasts at

least 5 per cent of the national audience (over six million listeners weekly).46 The

station makes a priority of offering what it calls ‘interactive opportunities for

listeners’ by using ‘phone-ins, live debates and on-air requests for emails and text

messages’.47 I have already quoted from one of the station’s most successful shows,

where the presenter calmly relayed the views of a listener who was pleased that

‘Muslims, Arabs and Asians are having it rough here’ and was content if ‘the odd

one got shot’ in error by the police (see Chapter 2). This focus on ‘interactivity’

has become a hallmark of the station, so much so that it has been described as ‘the

BBC’s national radio talk show’.48

Significantly, the BBC proclaims the focus on interactivity as an important part

of its social duty. This reflects a common assumption among media professionals

that interactivity by definition represents a kind of democratizing of the airwaves.

Radio 5 Live’s programme policy, for example, includes a section entitled

‘Sustaining citizenship and civil society’, which states that: 

Programmes such as Victoria Derbyshire and Simon Mayo give people the

opportunity to join in the debate that arises from the news. Five Live will

continue to use interactive technologies to involve listeners as much as
possible.49

The following section looks at how interactivity works in relation to a contro-

versial issue concerning race and education, i.e. the supposed intellectual inferi-

ority of Black people. Far from guaranteeing an open, enlightening and

democratic exchange that (in the words of the corporation’s charter) informs,

educates and entertains, the programme presents an object lesson in the operation

of Whiteness. 

Media interactivity and Whiteness’s absolute right to exclude

Radio 5 Live’s success is not measured in audience ratings alone. The station has a

healthy record of awards, many of which highlight the interactivity that it cher-

ishes so much. The Sony Radio Academy Awards recently honoured the station’s

breakfast programme as the country’s best ‘news and current affairs’ show: 

This programme cleverly weaves the serious with the humorous and involves

its listeners on so many levels that they are an integral part of it. It has a great

sense of movement and being ‘out there’ and is the perfect antidote to the

normal studio bound fare at that time of day.50

The breakfast show is followed in the weekday schedule by the three-hour-long

Morning Programme. The first hour of the show is given over to a phone-in on a

single topic, which changes daily. The remaining two hours feature a mix of
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current affairs items and, throughout, listeners are invited to share their experi-

ences and opinions via telephone, email, fax and mobile phone texting. The show

that I focus on here was broadcast on 8 March 2006. The presenter, Victoria

Derbyshire, is a past nominee for the Sony Radio Academy Award for ‘interactive

programme’ and drew the following praise from the judges: 

Victoria Derbyshire demonstrates an outstanding ability to involve her

audience in the fabric of her programming. The audience is allowed to play a full
part in generating content and determining editorial direction, while the

presenter’s personality and professionalism assures that continuity is retained

throughout.51

It is clear, therefore, that the programme I am about to analyse is a very main-

stream example of public talk about race. It is on a commercially and artistically

successful radio station, famed for its interactivity, which places a premium on

audience participation as part of its social mission in relation to ‘sustaining citi-

zenship and civil society’. The programme airs at a premium time (9am till noon)

and features an experienced and admired host. If talk radio can really offer a

context for enlivened and educative debate, as its advocates claim, this should be

the place for it to happen. As I show, however, the programme merely provided

another, very powerful, conduit for the performative constitution of Whiteness. 

The interview

The Morning Programme usually begins with a brief introduction by the host

outlining the topic for the day’s phone-in. Often there will be studio guests

(usually two people from opposite sides of the discussion) who, after short

opening statements, are then able to contribute throughout the next hour’s debate

as callers are put on air and the presenter reads out listeners’ emails and texts. The

programme in question, however, took a different approach; it began with a pre-

recorded (and apparently edited) interview with Dr Frank Ellis, a lecturer in

Russian and Slavonic Studies at Leeds University, who was in the news because

students had called for his dismissal. Ellis had been quoted in the Leeds student

newspaper expressing his view that Black people, as a group, are substantially less

intelligent than Whites and that this inequality is genetically based and, therefore,

resistant to ameliorative action through education and other social programmes

(see Chapter 5 for a discussion of this strand of pseudo-science).

The use of a pre-recorded interview meant that while Ellis was free to give vent

to his assertions only the presenter was able to interrogate him: Ellis was not

present in the phone-in studio to field calls. Despite the fact that this process broke

with the programme’s established format, no explanation was offered. It may have

been that Ellis was not able to set aside sufficient time to be involved in the phone-

in; alternatively, he may have set a precondition on his involvement (as

Government ministers often do) so that he could have a platform for his opinions
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but not be challenged by anyone except the host. In the following discussion I use

‘host’ to denote Victoria Derbyshire and ‘Ellis’ to denote Dr Frank Ellis.

The programme began as follows:

HOST: Welcome to the phone in. Today, should a lecturer be sacked for offending

some of his students? 52

The Leeds students’ union, subsequently backed by the National Union of

Students, called for Ellis’s dismissal on the grounds of racism, not merely causing

offence.53 The host’s introduction could, therefore, be thought to trivialize the

issue but was repeated verbatim half an hour later when returning from a news

break. The interview segment began as follows: 

ELLIS: Calling somebody a racist or accusations of racism is, in effect, as far as I

can see, an attempt to – it’s an ad hominem attack, and it’s an attempt to close

down any discussion.54

The broadcast interview segment, therefore, did not begin with Ellis explaining his

views and being challenged to defend them. Rather it started with him presenting

himself as a victim of critics who wish to silence him; what he later called ‘the free

speech issue’. So, within minutes of the interview (between two White people)

beginning, the inherent racism of Ellis’s claims had slipped down the agenda. The

discussion was framed in terms of the ‘offence’ he had caused and the first topic of

debate was his own perception of victimization and a threat to free speech.

In total almost 12 minutes of the interview with Ellis was broadcast. Before

considering the interview further, it is worth asking whether the balance of the

discussion had already swung in Ellis’s favour through the decision to pre-record

the interview. This meant that he was free to confidently repeat his pseudo-scientific

assertions without fear of any specialist interrogation: his only questioner was the

programme host.

The BBC’s editorial guidelines are clear on the dangers of dealing with contro-

versial issues. In relation to impartiality and controversial issues, the guidance states: 

• we will sometimes need to report on or interview people whose views may

cause serious offence to many in our audiences. We must be convinced, after

appropriate referral, that a clear public interest outweighs the possible offence. 

• we must rigorously test contributors expressing contentious views during an
interview whilst giving them a fair chance to set out their full response to

our questions.55

The host was persistent, later in the interview, in trying to pin Ellis down on his

views about different racial groups but, of course, she was not an expert on

eugenic theories and so was poorly placed to offer any critical response when faced

with his confident assertion of scientific truth and rigour: 
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ELLIS: [T]he process has been refined over the last hundred years so it’s extremely
effective; [it] shows a persistent, erm, er, one standard deviation between

average – average – Black IQ and average White IQ. … I’m afraid we have to

accept, I believe, that there are these differences, that they’re not, erm, funda-

mentally amenable to, er, to vast amounts of money being spent on them.56

Throughout the interview Ellis had free reign to state and re-state his belief in the

scientific merit and absolute accuracy of IQ tests. At one stage the host offered a

faint challenge (noting that some people question whether IQ tests are ‘a reliable

measure of intelligence’) but at no stage was the concept of intelligence itself ques-

tioned. Both the host and the interviewee (like most of the subsequent callers)

apparently shared the incorrect assumption (common to many teachers and poli-

cymakers – see Chapter 5) that intelligence is a generalized academic potential that

remains relatively fixed throughout life. Ellis responded to the challenge by re-

stating his total belief in IQ tests and their significance: 

ELLIS: There is no doubt at all that IQ still has, has astonishing validity.57

Despite editorial guidance that requires ‘contributors expressing contentious

views’ to be interrogated ‘rigorously’, therefore, when IQists like Ellis put them-

selves forward as ‘mainstream’ and ‘scientific’ the media are simply not equipped

to offer meaningful critique. The IQist position is incredibly powerful because it

asserts its complete scientific validity over and over again. The claim of ‘astonishing

validity’ leaves no room for uncertainty and the position is free to trade on an

incorrect – but widely held – view of intelligence as generalized and fixed. Worst of

all, it gains strength from reinforcing, and itself being strengthened by, a range of

strategies that embody Whiteness’s absolute right to exclude.

At one stage the host tried a different approach, directly asking Ellis whether he

was racist: 

ELLIS: Well I don’t know a ra– what you mean? What is a racist?
HOST: You don’t know what racism means?

ELLIS: Well I’m asking you, I mean, what is a racist? I mean, these days a racist is

anything that you don’t like … racist basically means anything they don’t like.

It’s a hate word, calling somebody a racist or a fascist or a neo-Nazi or

whatever has become a kind of a racist slur in its own right.58

The important element in this exchange was Ellis’s attempt (as at the start of the

interview) to deny legitimacy to the word ‘racist’. First he evacuated the term of

any significance by asserting that it can mean ‘anything’. Then he sought to turn

the tables by labelling it a ‘hate word’. The effect of these discursive strategies is to

refuse racism any legitimacy as an accusation. This was a theme that several callers

echoed in the subsequent discussion.

176 Racism and education



Ellis’s interview ended with him returning to the theme of White victimization

and included an impassioned defence of White people and a denial of Britain’s

central role in the transatlantic slave trade: 

ELLIS: We’ve only had Blacks in any significant numbers in this country since

about 1948. So we don’t have a history – we have – White people in this

country have absolutely nothing to apologize for or to debase themselves

about. We don’t have a history of slavery or, er erm, or racism. … White people

are expected to take this sort of stuff on the chin whereas the slightest offence,

erm, given to Blacks or the slightest possibility of giving offence to Blacks leads

to all kinds of excruciating, erm, rewriting of comedy, sit-coms, remarks on

the radio and so on.59

And so the interview segment ended, as it began, with Ellis claiming the status of

White race victim and his racist views recast as a debate about ‘Blacks’ taking

offence. As we will see, the notion of White victimization and one-sided conces-

sions to minoritized groups was to be repeated during the rest of the programme

as callers phoned, emailed and texted their views.

The discussion

In this section I examine some of the strands of argument that emerged as callers’

views were aired. The first caller to be put on air was a fan of Dr Ellis but I want to

start with ‘Benjamin’ – one of the few Black callers to the show.60

HATE SPEECH AS SYMBOLIC VIOLENCE

The reason for beginning with Benjamin is that his call addressed one of the funda-

mental problems with the idea that ‘free speech’ is in everyone’s interests because it

magically guarantees equal opportunity to state your case.61 Quite apart from the

fact that certain groups and individuals are granted, or can demand, dispropor-

tionate time and status, Benjamin’s call pointed to the personal distress and

anguish caused by IQist rhetoric which, despite its protagonists’ claim to scientific

respectability, operates as symbolic violence: that is, as an aggressive form of hate

speech.

BENJAMIN: [A]s I was driving I started listening to 5 Live and, erm, my children

were asking me questions, that … ‘Dad, what do you think about this?’ And

afterwards I had to explain to them that, I mean, comparing your class – even

though you are Black – you are still one of the top performers in your class,

both children.62

Ian Hutchby has noted that talk radio has a particular immediacy, a kind of

intimacy, that derives from its production and consumption in ‘the domestic

sphere’: ‘the voices of ordinary citizens are carried from the domestic sphere into
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the institutional space of the studio, and then projected back again’.63 This degree

of intimacy heightens the sense of violent invasion created by Ellis’s words,

putting Benjamin in a situation where, driving his children to school, he was

confronted by their reaction to being told (by a university lecturer on the radio –

an apparently authoritative person) that as Black people they are less likely to be

intelligent. Benjamin and his children have been assaulted by Ellis’s words:

Benjamin had to explain to his children that they are not inferior ‘even though you

are Black’. This throws into relief the crass absurdity of White callers who stated

that Black people were simply over-reacting: 

CHARLES: [S]ome of the minorities are starting to take all these comments far too

offensively.64

RATIONALITY AS A PRIZED (WHITE) CHARACTERISTIC

A theme that emerged in several calls concerned the view that Ellis’s arguments

and/or delivery were ‘rational’ and, therefore, somehow more likely to be valid.

The host read out the following email from a listener: 

HOST: Everything Dr Ellis says is rational, well-founded and true. … It was

refreshing to hear him speak his mind. Researched, reasoned and well put. I

found myself standing in my kitchen making a cup of tea and cheering him

on.65

Several callers made reference to Dr Ellis’s ‘expert’ status: 

MARTIN: We’ve got to assume that Professor Ellis is – has done an amount of study

and he’s come to the rational conclusion and he hasn’t just thought it up.66

The prized status of ‘rationality’ is clear here but, in fact, there is little that is

rational about these contributions. Note, for example, that the host reads out a

message from someone who says they are ‘standing in my kitchen making a cup of

tea and cheering him on’: this emotional reaction, turning the discussion into a

kind of gladiatorial competition, hardly seems rational. Similarly, Martin assumes

that Dr Ellis (whom he incorrectly promotes to the status of professor) has

reached his ‘rational’ conclusions after a process of research. But Ellis is a lecturer

in Russian and Slavonic Studies, not a field known for its focus on the question of

IQ and race differences in education: again, the rationality of the assumption is

questionable.

We can see here the premium placed on an assertion of rationality. These respon-

dents either failed to register Ellis’s concluding slavery-denying rant or they share

his interpretation of history. What is certain is that for all the kudos that some

callers attached to Ellis’s supposed ‘rationality’, there was an opposite reaction to

what they labelled as emotional responses by Ellis’s critics. 
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ANGER AND EMOTION AS IRRATIONAL RESPONSES

Henry, a caller with a pronounced African accent, was the first respondent to

directly name Ellis as a racist: 

HENRY: You just asked that gentleman, erm, er, Dr Ellis, a simple question, if he is
a racist? The man could not even bring himself to answer the question. … A
university should be a place where there is new perspectives to help mankind – not
somebody coming up and, and, and – if the man was a politician, he’s not a
politician – he’s a racist, a – a tool for the far right.

SUSAN: I think this gentleman has just made my point: it’s irrational. You have to

be allowed to make your point, in public, and defend your view.67

Susan (also a caller) was no less dismissive a few minutes later when Joseph, a

caller who identified himself as a person of color, made the point – very calmly –

that Britain already operates considerable barriers to ‘free speech’ for certain

communities. Despite Joseph’s direct appeal to ‘logic and reason’, Susan simply

rejected his view. Her reaction suggests that Susan’s verdict on Henry was as much

a reflection of the speaker as the manner or content of his opinion: 

JOSEPH: [T]here are problems with other ethnic groups, still exercising this freedom

of speech; they’re igniting terrorism if you like. This has many aspects to it. The

same way we apply logic and reason and reasoning on what should apply to

freedom of speech for the Muslims, equally that should apply to White people.

SUSAN: I don’t think that’s happened. I think it’s skewed the other way and I think a

lot of people in our society feel that they are not allowed to speak out in a way that

people in the multi-cultural society are allowed to. It’s one rule for one and one

rule for another and I think that’s what’s really at the crux of this problem.68

Susan’s final statements are enormously significant. Although she adopted

euphemisms I think her meaning is clear: ‘a lot of people in our society feel that they

are not allowed to speak out’ is a claim that White people face censorship while people

of color (‘people in the multi-cultural society’) enjoy additional freedoms. Once

again, we have a claim of White victimization – echoing Ellis’s own closing words in

the interview that began the programme. Although this claim is demonstrably false,

Susan is correct in stating that the phone-in was about more than IQ and intelligence.

As Benjamin’s call demonstrated, and Susan hints, the core of the discussion was

about racial domination – about the absolute right of Whites to continue to peddle

racist nonsense about Black intellectual inferiority in the name of ‘freedom of speech’.

To borrow Susan’s phrase ‘that’s what’s really at the crux of this problem’. 

WHITENESS AND THE MORAL HIGH-GROUND

A famous quotation on the value of ‘free speech’ is often attributed (incorrectly) to

the eighteenth-century French writer Voltaire: ‘I disapprove of what you say, but I
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will defend to the death your right to say it.’69 Several callers quoted this, or a

version of it, as if its mere recitation was proof of something; from Ellis’s right to

say whatever he likes, through to an assumption of the worth of his views as against

the presumed negative motives of anyone who sought to silence him. Remember

that Ellis faced calls for his dismissal as a racist but the interview segment of the

programme began with arguments about ‘free speech’ not racism. Similarly, the

first caller to be aired after the interview segment stated: 

CHARLES: I agree with everything Dr Ellis has said with regard to colonial legacies

… I really don’t know enough about the Bell Curve theory to express an

opinion but what I do support is that gentleman’s right to express his opinion

as he sees fit. This is not the Soviet Union; this is a country where free speech

has been cherished from time immemorial.70

Susan also quoted the ‘Voltaire’ line and then repeated Ellis’s assertion that the

word ‘racist’ was being used to silence free speech: ‘If he’s just going to be branded

a racist, it just closes down the discussion.’71

Some White callers’ commitment to free speech seemed to give them licence to

wander wherever they pleased. Charles, for example, euphemistically revisited the

familiar stereotype about Black physicality72 and, despite the fact that ‘coloured’ is

widely held to be a racist term in the UK, the comment went unremarked by the

host.

CHARLES: People are different … I was a very good runner but when I came up

against, erm, the coloured guys that I used to run with at school [pause] you

know, as soon as we started to develop and get into manhood, they were far
stronger and far more superior to me.73

According to press reports, four months after the phone-in was broadcast, Frank

Ellis took early retirement and Leeds University ‘agreed to pay him a year’s salary

and to make a contribution towards his legal costs’.74

No such thing as ‘free’ speech

My point in analysing the radio phone-in is to illustrate some of the mundane,

taken-for-granted and yet extremely powerful ways in which Whiteness operates.

The programme was produced by the UK’s ‘most trusted’ broadcaster; it was

hosted by an experienced presenter; and the whole thing is bound by a series of

apparently stringent editorial guidelines meant to guarantee fairness whilst

contributing to the wellbeing of ‘citizenship and civil society’. And yet the

broadcast provided an open platform for racism: Ellis’s assertions about race and

IQ were broadcast without a single challenge from a suitably knowledgeable

source and a crude and regressive notion of ‘intelligence’ (as generalized, meas-

urable and fixed) was taken for granted throughout.
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Black people were subject to a prolonged and repeated slur (that as a group they

are considerably less ‘intelligent’ than Whites) while White people simultaneously

projected a vision of themselves as unfairly victimized. Ellis’s pseudo-scientific

racism was repeatedly praised as ‘rational’ while any accusation of racism was

effectively ruled out of bounds by Ellis and by White callers, who presented the

term as an under-handed attempt to close down discussion and force illiberal views

on the world.

Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of the episode is that whatever strategy

people of color adopted, in their criticism of Ellis, the approach was denied legit-

imacy. In this open and supposedly democratic exchange of views, Black voices

were marginalized as too sensitive (‘starting to take all these comments far too

offensively’); too emotional (‘it’s irrational’); too aggressive and lacking in an

understanding of proper debate (‘this is not the Soviet Union’).

Critical race theorists have written a good deal on the issue of ‘free speech’.

They have shown how the supposed neutrality and liberalism of free speech

doctrines actually work in favour of the already powerful. Richard Delgado and

Jean Stefancic, two of the foundational CRT scholars, warn against any simplistic

answers to the complex web of issues that are involved in these questions but

identify a number of fatal weaknesses in the arguments that are usually marshalled

in defence of absolute free speech.75 The limits of space prevent a thorough review

of all the various debates but it is worth noting, in conclusion, that there is simply no
such thing as entirely free speech. The law already operates considerable controls over

speech. The prohibitions on libel, defamation, copyright and incitement to

‘terrorism’, for example, all prevent citizens from saying and writing whatever they

wish free from control. This argument was made in the phone-in by Joseph, who

proposed that restrictions that ‘apply to freedom of speech for the Muslims,

equally that should apply to White people’. His argument was summarily

dismissed by the White caller, Susan. 

It is quite remarkable how frequently one hears the argument that any
restriction on free speech would start a chain of ever greater restrictions (a domino

effect, or the ‘thin end of the wedge’) so that, regrettably, ‘Toleration of a few

wounded feelings on the part of minorities and gays is the “price we pay” for living

in a free society’.76 In fact, it is a price that minoritized groups pay for the freedom

of Whites to parade their prejudices and enforce their interests on others.

Conclusion

I sit on a man’s back, choking him and making him carry me, and yet assure
myself and others that I am very sorry for him and wish to ease his lot by all
possible means – except by getting off his back.

Leo Tolstoy77

Every chapter of this book has added a new element to a cumulative analysis of

Whiteness and its role in constructing and reinforcing racial inequality in

education. In this chapter I placed Whiteness centre-stage to explore its constant

construction and enforcement. The radio phone-in provides a novel, but



revealing, case study in how Whiteness operates to define the boundaries of

acceptability and normality. The rules of the game are defined by, and for, White

people. Like a game of chance played with loaded dice, the phone-in (like the

education system) presents itself superficially as open and fair. But the reality is a

situation where the perspectives and interests of White people are constantly

enforced over those of minoritized groups. In the following chapter I consider

how these processes mesh together in the education system and discuss their

consequences for racism and inequality now and in the future.
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9 Conclusion 
Understanding race inequality
in education

To use the word conspiracy to describe certain aspects of our society is a strong
indictment against the social fabric of this country. I have been challenged
hundreds of times in debates and by the media with the use of this word
conspiracy. Many of the challengers want me to document who were the
plotters of this conspiracy, where was the meeting and when did it take place? I
smile and listen to their barrage and remain confident in knowing as Neely
Fuller stated ‘until you understand White supremacy, everything else will
confuse you’.

Jawanza Kunjufu1

Being in a minority, even a minority of one, did not make you mad. There was
truth and there was untruth, and if you clung to the truth even against the
whole world, you were not mad.

George Orwell 2

Introduction

In this chapter I pull together the key ideas and findings that have shaped the

previous chapters and consider the wider conclusions that can be drawn from the

evidence. Once again I use the narrative technique of a CRT chronicle to provide

an unusual and, hopefully, engaging context within which to debate the signifi-

cance of the issues that have arisen.3 My fictional characters, the Professor and

Stephen Freeman, his activist protégé, return to discuss the chapters and to reveal

what they have discovered about the nature of conspiracy.

The two men reflect on the speed of societal change and the resilient nature of

White Supremacy. They briefly review the evidence assembled in the book4 and

then consider the utility of viewing racism as a sophisticated and highly successful

form of conspiracy. The Professor explains that there is a scholarly literature about

conspiracy theories, especially in the African American community, where a

number of officially sanctioned and deadly conspiracies are now a matter of public

record. Despite this long history, he notes that the language of conspiracy is

usually ridiculed in both the academy and the popular media. Determined to

reclaim the idea, Steve offers a legal perspective that advances the analysis in

important ways, especially concerning how conspiracies are to be judged by their



overall impacts, not their constituent parts. He also shows how a legal approach

can move the discussion away from the stereotype of illicit meetings and secret

pacts. Finally, the protagonists discuss the form that the White racist conspiracy in

education takes and review the ways in which the analysis offers a positive way

ahead.

Chronicle II: Racism and education – judging the evidence

The Professor flicked through the sheaf of conference papers and stretched. Thirty

minutes earlier the room had been a hive of activity but now the conference on the

education of Muslim children was over and he was alone. Fortunately, the chairs

were comfortable. Ken Livingstone, mayor of London and vociferous campaigner

on equity issues, had made available the main auditorium of City Hall, one of the

capital’s newest and most striking landmarks. The design afforded the conference

audience, banked in several rows of plush blue seats, an excellent view of the

chamber floor, where a succession of speakers had addressed the rise in anti-

Islamic violence in Britain and debated the way ahead for Muslim children in a

society that increasingly views them not merely with disdain but with open

hostility.5

‘Hey, Prof – fancy meeting you here!’ The Professor turned to see his friend

Stephen Freeman – part-time law student and full-time antiracist – bursting

through the outer doors, waving his greeting. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he said, panting.

‘Long story.’

‘No problem.’ The Professor reached out a welcoming hand. ‘You okay?’ Steve

nodded and smiled but didn’t speak while he caught his breath. ‘Congratulations

on your exam results,’ said the Professor, ‘I knew you’d be fine! Second in your

class. By the way, I have to show you this.’

He gathered his papers, swung his bag over his shoulder, and led Steve down

towards the centre of the chamber where the speakers had stood. Steve looked at

him quizzically. 

‘Look up,’ the Professor suggested.

Steve raised his eyes and stood open-mouthed at the sight that met him. Above

him a spiral walkway circled into the sky, the glass walls illuminated by light

reflecting from the surface of the River Thames outside. Most striking of all was

the effect caused by the building’s pinnacle being placed off-centre, meaning that

the spiral seemed to disappear into itself above them.

Steve finally spoke: ‘Wow.’ 

‘Very profound,’ the Professor joked. ‘Thought you’d like it! Now, come with

me.’

Stasis and flux

A few minutes later the two men entered City Hall’s viewing platform, high above

the Thames. They stood silently for a moment, enjoying the beauty of London’s

iconic skyline. Steve was the first to speak: ‘Good conference?’ 
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‘Yeah, very interesting,’ the Professor enthused. ‘Did you know that 1 in 12 of

London’s population is Muslim? There’s been a Muslim presence here for

centuries and it’s growing fast. Half of London’s Muslims are under 24.’6

‘Interesting! I guess the city’s in for some changes?’

The Professor looked troubled. ‘Well, on one hand, London has always been

home to a very diverse population. It’s constantly changing … ’ His voice trailed

off.

‘On the other hand,’ Steve completed the thought, ‘the same folks tend to stay

in control?’

The Professor nodded. ‘Take a look across the river,’ he suggested, ‘off to the

right –’

‘Geographers call it “the east”,’ Steve joked.

‘Off to the east,’ the Professor continued, ‘you can see the skyscrapers of Canary

Wharf. A centre for global capital that’s almost entirely disconnected from the

community that lives in its shadow.7 To the left – west – there’s HMS Belfast: a
Second World War battleship now moored as a monument to British military

power. And finally, on the opposite bank of the river, the Tower of London – a

symbol of the ultimate power of the state to imprison, and even to kill, its own

citizens: the tower in the middle has been there for over 900 years.’

‘You sound like a tour guide,’ Steve teased.

‘Sorry – I didn’t mean to be pompous,’ the Professor apologized. ‘It’s just that

power has a remarkable way of sustaining itself. This city has seen so much change

superficially, but how much really changes? The Muslim population is already

subject to the full force of the War on Terror: stop-and-search, racial profiling …

Who knows what the future will bring?8 Jean Charles de Menezes took seven

bullets to the head because White officers thought he looked suspicious and had

the same “Mongolian eyes” as a suspect they’d seen a picture of. And although he

was later found to be entirely innocent, no-one has been prosecuted and the chief

of police says “things just happen that way”.’9

‘Steady on, Prof,’ Steve turned to face his friend. ‘You’re beginning to sound

like a conspiracy theorist.’

Racism and education: weighing the evidence

Soon the two friends emerged from City Hall and onto the riverside walkway

which was busy with tourists enjoying the late afternoon sights. As they weaved

their way through the crowds, in search of a vacant bench, the conversation turned

to the Professor’s new book on racism in the English education system.

‘Thanks for sending me your detailed notes,’ Steve said. ‘It gave me a nice feel

for how the issues develop over the different chapters.’

‘No problem – I’m grateful for your offer to look at them so quickly,’ the

Professor replied. ‘Did you think that starting the CRT chapter with the Menezes

killing was a bit too strong?’

‘Well, it certainly got my attention,’ Steve remembered. ‘Starting with that is
shocking but I thought it was justified. It really brings home how quickly White
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people’s ideas about race and the protection of their normality can escalate into

violence.’

The Professor nodded. ‘With lethal consequences.’

‘That’s true,’ Steve agreed. ‘But looking at the different chapters as a whole,

what I found most disturbing was the mundane banality of the racism that operates

across the entire educational system. I mean, I have a pretty jaundiced view of

politicians but I was shocked by the repeated use of Gap Talk to give a false

impression of improvement. Obviously, we expect politicians to put a positive spin

on things, but repeating the same old lines year after year after year? And the press

lap it up.’10

‘Or worse still,’ the Professor observed, ‘they start to say that too much

attention is focusing on minorities and that White kids are suffering.’11

‘Meanwhile, you say that official statistics show that the scale of the

Black/White gap is so big that it’ll never close because Whites will hit 100  per cent

long before Black kids catch them?’ Steve asked. 

‘That’s what would happen based on past events,’ the Professor clarified. ‘But

realistically we know that the system will introduce new measures before that

happens – they’ve already done it with different categories in the school league

tables – and each one tends to widen the Black/White gap again.’12

The two men walked in silence for a few minutes, lost in their thoughts. They

were surprised to come across a series of brightly painted guitar-shaped statues:

each one over six feet high and decorated in a different style. The figures were part

of a new exhibition showing nearby, which used the terrace as an extended gallery

space. Both men liked music, though of markedly different styles, but they were in

no mood to discuss the joyful shapes in front of them. The Professor broke the

silence. ‘It’s so difficult to deconstruct the illusion that school assessments are a

scientific and neutral way of identifying ability.’

‘Yeah. Everyone goes through the same system so it must be fair,’ Steve said,

mimicking the usual argument.

‘But the assessments create inequality by dividing students along arbitrary

lines,’ the Professor continued. ‘Then the results are used as if they have an inde-

pendent existence and look into the kids’ souls to tell you what they’re capable of.’ 

‘Could you design a system any better to destroy Black educational chances?’ Steve’s

voice was raised in anger and several passers-by looked at him with apprehension.

‘I mean, lets start with five-year-olds: the Foundation Stage Profile puts White

kids top of the class and relegates Black kids from “above average” in the old

system, to “below average” in the new one. Then let’s use those scores as the basis

for selecting kids for different types of teaching – call it “personalised learning” or

“individualization” – and let’s measure their progress against those early scores.

What happens? Black kids continue to leave school with worse exam results than

most White kids but hey – don’t worry – they did quite well when you look at how

far they’ve progressed from their terrible starting points.’13

The Professor nodded wearily and walked towards the side of the river terrace,

where they could lean against the rail and look out over the Thames. ‘But it’s not

inevitable,’ he said. ‘There are some schools that do a superb job with raising
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minoritized youth to truly excellent levels of achievement – by whatever measure

you like.’

‘There are precious few schools like that,’ Steve argued.

‘There was a Muslim headteacher at the conference today,’ the Professor

continued. ‘She’s run a state school for more than a decade: 90 per cent of her kids

are from a minoritized background, mostly Pakistani and Bangladeshi; 40 per cent

receive free school meals; but she’s getting nearly 70 per cent leaving with at least

five higher passes including English and maths – that compares to a national rate of

about 44 per cent!’

Steve looked suitably impressed but noted, ‘We know that minority kids can

excel. The problem is that there aren’t enough teachers in enough schools willing

to tackle the issues and take race seriously.’14 Steve’s voice was quieter now but no

less angry. ‘And what do we see in this brave new world of a single equality body

and a single equality law? We see the mandatory legal duties for race equality, that

were created in the name of Stephen Lawrence, diluted and reduced to an optional

extra in the name of “modernization”. It’s obscene.’15

‘Meanwhile,’ the Professor added, ‘education policy is getting more and more

regressive. Talk of integration and cohesion can be used to attack anything – even

how kids dress – and politicians, commentators and union leaders line up to

pronounce that multiculturalism is dead and we need to “move on”.’16

The two men stared out across the river. ‘So anyway,’ the Professor asked even-

tually, ‘how come you missed the conference?’

Steve turned to him and smiled. ‘I’ve been researching conspiracy laws! And I

found a few things that might surprise you.’

‘Really?’ exclaimed the Professor, brightening. ‘I’ve been doing a bit of that

myself.’

Conspiracy theories and theorizing conspiracy

‘I think there’s a park near Tower Bridge,’ Steve remembered. ‘Let’s see if we can

find somewhere to sit.’

As they headed towards the bridge, the Professor turned to his friend. ‘I’m

afraid I owe you an apology.’ Steve looked surprised. ‘Last month, when you first

challenged me about my use of the term conspiracy –’

‘– I wouldn’t say I challenged you,’ Steve protested.

‘Well, okay, you prodded me quite hard,’ the older man laughed. ‘You pushed me

to take the idea seriously and I’m sorry to say that I was quite dismissive.’

‘Initially, yes,’ Steve corrected, ‘but I think I got you interested eventually.’

As they entered the park, they could see a free bench ahead of them. ‘Well, now

I’m more than interested,’ the Professor said as he sat down. ‘I’ve been looking

into academic work on conspiracy and there’s quite a literature on it – especially

among African-American writers.’17 He delved inside his leather bag, then handed

his friend a battered copy of a large paperback with a striking cover in red, gold

and black.
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Steve read the details aloud as he turned the book over in his hands and then

flipped through its pages, ‘Patricia Turner, I Heard it Through the Grapevine –
Rumor in African American Culture.18 Hmm, looks fascinating.’

‘The more I looked into the subject the more I started to think that conspiracy

might be a useful way of thinking about some of the issues,’ the Professor

explained.

‘Great,’ Steve encouraged.

‘Originally, I fell into the trap of assuming that conspiracy meant some fanciful

X-Files type scenario where aliens have taken over or the world is about to end. But

actually there’s a serious tradition of scholarship on African-American beliefs

about conspiracies and their link to racism as a form of systematic oppression.’

‘I assume this is one of the major works in the field?’ Steve asked as he handed

the book back to the Professor.

‘Yes. Turner does a great job of tracing the development of different versions of

conspiracy thinking and she shows how these “rumours” of coordinated White

hostility and oppression often reflect elements of actual racial oppression in the

past and the present.’

‘Sounds good,’ Steve commented. ‘I’m surprised I haven’t heard of it before.’

‘Well,’ the Professor continued, ‘she was attacked by other writers on

conspiracy for failing to condemn what they called “the virus of paranoia”. I think

they found her work too challenging.’19

‘Paranoia,’ repeated Steve. ‘Interesting word. It takes for granted that any talk

of a conspiracy must, by definition, be completely groundless.’

‘Exactly,’ agreed the Professor. ‘But, it’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you.’

Steve looked at the Professor quizzically. ‘I’ve heard that before. Remind me.’

It’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you

‘It’s usually attributed to Huey Newton, a co-founder of the Black Panther Party in

the 1960s,’ the Professor explained.20 ‘But the thing is, they really were out to get

him. It’s now known that the FBI ran a concerted campaign to discredit the

Panthers and disrupt their activities. And not just the Panthers: the FBI ran

systematic operations against all the major civil rights figures.’21

‘Cointelpro,’ Steve said.

‘You’ve heard of it?’

‘Yeah. A counterintelligence programme. FBI agents were told to do whatever

they could to weaken support for civil rights campaigns and get different groups at

each other’s throats.’

‘That’s right. They even planted newspaper stories and distributed disinfor-

mation to undermine the civil rights leaders and provoke violence.’22 The Professor

looked inside his bag and found a scrap of paper with a quote he’d scribbled down.

‘A Senate investigation described it as “a sophisticated vigilante operation”.23 I’d

never heard of it until I started digging in the conspiracy literature.’

‘Malcolm X? Martin Luther King?’ Steve added. ‘You didn’t think that inspira-

tional Black leaders just happened to get killed did you?’
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The Professor looked a little defensive. ‘I remember hearing that the local police

who should have been guarding King were called away just before his assassi-

nation.’24

Steve nodded. ‘Official involvement in the killings has never been proven, but

it’s known that the FBI tried to blackmail King into committing suicide.25 King’s

family brought a civil action in 1999 –’ 

‘– I saw that on the net,’ the Professor added. ‘The jury unanimously returned a

verdict that he had been killed as part of a “conspiracy” that included “govern-

mental agencies”.’26

‘That’s right,’ Steve continued. ‘No wonder African Americans believe in

conspiracies!’

‘I was reading a study,’ the Professor recalled, ‘which commented that these

kinds of thing are dismissed as overblown conspiracy theories until they’re proven.

And then they’re re-designated as history or sound investigative journalism.’27

The problem with conspiracies

The Professor stood and stretched. ‘It’s getting a little chilly; shall we get a drink?’

‘Sure,’ Steve replied. ‘There’s a nice fair trade coffee place north of the river,

okay?’

The two men left the bench and made their way up the steep stone steps that

took them to Tower Bridge’s south entrance. ‘It sounds like you’re coming around

to the idea of using conspiracy in the new book?’ Steve commented.

The Professor looked uncertain. ‘The problem is that any mention of the word

conspiracy and most readers – most White readers,’ he corrected himself, ‘– will

leap to those old assumptions about cults and UFOs. We hear conspiracy and we’re

conditioned to scoff.’

‘I can see the problem,’ Steve agreed. ‘But maybe the word can be reclaimed?

Especially since there’s so much evidence of real conspiracies to protect the racist

status quo?’

‘I agree,’ the Professor stated firmly. They had barely reached the bridge

entrance when they had to stop. A crowd of people in front of them signalled that

the bridge was about to be raised to allow a ship to cross beneath. ‘How’s that for

timing – they hardly ever raise the bridge these days.’ 

Steve glanced around. ‘It’s nice for the tourists,’ he joked.

‘What would you say,’ the Professor asked, ‘if I told you that in one study

almost 90 per cent of African Americans were categorized as agreeing with

conspiracy theories?’

Steve looked at him suspiciously. ‘I’d say, “That sounds like a lot of people.”

Then I’d say, “When was the study conducted? What was the sample? and What

do you mean by conspiracy theory?”’

‘Good reply.’ The Professor smiled. ‘It claimed to be the first extensive quanti-

tative study of Black views on conspiracy theories about the US government. It

was carried out in the late 1990s with just over 1,000 African Americans in

Louisiana.’28
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‘And the conspiracies?’ Steve asked.

‘That’s the whole point,’ the Professor explained. ‘They included some rumours

that get a lot of publicity when the US media want to portray African Americans

as obsessed with conspiracies; like AIDS being a man-made genocidal tool. But

that one didn’t generate much support.’29

‘And the other conspiracies?’ Steve asked.

‘Almost nine out of ten agreed that “African Americans are harassed by police

because of their race and that the criminal justice system is not fair to Blacks”.’30

Steve looked surprised. ‘In view of the US prison statistics, and things like the

Rodney King case, I’m shocked that it wasn’t ten out of ten.’31

‘That’s my point,’ the Professor continued. ‘Those things are not at all strange

allegations in view of the real-world experiences of African Americans. And yet the

article calls them “conspiracy theories”, describes the findings as “alarming” and

worries about the need to restore trust in the government.’32

‘Reform of the criminal justice system might be a good place to start,’ Steve

suggested.

Conspiracy theories and pessimism

A large container ship passed slowly beneath them as the two men continued their

discussion. ‘And here’s why I’m so worried about using the term,’ the Professor

confided. ‘The moment you attach the word conspiracy, conservatives come along

and do their usual blame-the-victim routine by saying that African Americans are

using racism as an excuse to avoid standing on their own two feet. Both Shelby

Steele and Dinesh D’Souza are prominent people of color who have climbed on

board that particular bandwagon.’33

‘Yeah, but that happens on both sides of the Atlantic, Prof,’ Steve replied. ‘And

they don’t need the language of conspiracy to pull that trick: they just argue that

it’s no good blaming racism all the time. Then they usually launch into an attack

on Black men, Black parents and Black culture and always, of course, with a nice

big picture of the author so that the White readership feels okay about agreeing –

after all, they think, it can’t be racist if it’s a Black man saying it.’34

‘That’s true,’ the Professor conceded. ‘And in any case, those claims about

pessimism don’t stand up. There are solid examples where belief in an orchestrated

campaign of racist oppression has clearly spurred people on to greater resistance.’35

‘Isn’t that what Derrick Bell argues about CRT?’ asked Steve. ‘That far from

breeding hopelessness, its analysis of the scale of White racism offers the strongest

possible motive for ever greater action to oppose it?’36

Finally, the ship cleared Tower Bridge and the central sections began to descend

slowly back into place across the river. The Professor looked at his friend. ‘Well, it’s

a risk. If I use a term like conspiracy I could be playing right into the hands of

conservatives who’ll rubbish me just by saying that I’m a conspiracy theorist. I bet

they accuse me of believing that the Earth is flat,’ he joked.

As the crowd began to move forward across the bridge, Steve laughed. ‘They

think you’re mad already! Besides, commentators, policymakers and the media are
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not your main audience. If you want to connect with real people – students, parents,

teachers, headteachers and the like – I think that conspiracy is a very powerful

concept. Don’t forget, you’re not the only one who’s been researching the idea.’

Concerted practices: conspiracies without meetings

The warmth of the coffee house was a welcome relief from the growing chill of the

London night air. Steve placed two cups of coffee on the table and opened his

backpack, which was so much smaller than the Professor’s bag that the older man

wondered whether it was even worth carrying such a lightweight article. With a

flourish, Steve produced a very small, ultra slim laptop and explained, ‘I bought

myself a present – a sort of pat on the back after the exams.’

The Professor sipped his coffee and sat back in his chair. ‘Very nice. I hope your

research is as impressive as the machinery.’

Steve winked and, as the computer whirred into life, began to explain what he

had discovered about conspiracy from a legal standpoint. ‘Earlier today, down by

the river, you mentioned our first conversation about conspiracy – in The Dog and

Duck in Soho.’37

‘I wish we were there now,’ joked the Professor as he looked at his coffee.

‘Well, one of the reasons you disliked the idea of conspiracy was because it

made you think of a small group of conspirators huddled together in a smoke-

filled room, working on some grand plot.’

‘I’m not sure those were my exact words,’ the Professor smiled. ‘But it sounds

about right.’

‘You can relax, Prof.’ Steve smiled reassuringly. ‘I’m not qualified yet; we’re not

in court; and this isn’t a properly worked out case presentation.’ Steve pressed a

few keys and, happy that he’d found the right document, began his explanation:

‘Okay. The first thing to note is that conspiracies are judged, legally, by their

overall impact. According to the US Supreme Court …’ His voice trailed off while

he located a particular paragraph in the document.

It hardly needs statement that the character and effect of a conspiracy is not to

be judged by dismembering it and viewing its separate parts, but only by

looking at it as a whole.

United States v. Patten, 226 U.S. 525.

‘That’s from a 1913 judgement,’ Steve explained. ‘Let me give it in more contem-

porary language:

[A] conspiracy has to be viewed as a whole, the component parts – which may

be unobjectionable by themselves or taken individually – are not to be weeded

out and enquired into separately.’38

‘That’s really important,’ the Professor said, leaning forward earnestly. ‘A lot of

the institutional racism in education happens through mundane little actions that

have an enormous cumulative weight: you know, which kids are called to answer
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teachers’ questions; who’s singled out as the ringleader when the whole class is

misbehaving; who’s expression is read as contempt regardless of whether the kid is

averting their eyes or staring straight at the teacher.’39

Steve nodded; at school he had been on the wrong end of every one of the

processes that the Professor had listed. ‘So conspiracy is a big word – for a big

crime – that can be made up of lots and lots of smaller actions. And your concern

about meetings in smoke-filled rooms?’ Steve paused theatrically.

‘Come on, yes?’ the Professor asked impatiently.

‘No need for it,’ Steve announced. The Professor stared at him blankly.

‘Conspiracies – or “concerted practices” as they’re called in relation to cartels

between big businesses – can be inferred by the behaviour of the conspirators. If

they’re working to a common purpose, that’s enough. No need for a meeting; no

need for an agreement. Their actions alone are enough to establish a conspiracy.’

He drew breath and once again read aloud from the computer screen: 

[N]o formal agreement is required, it may be express or implied, and it is not

even necessary to prove the terms of any particular agreement or plan.

Conspiracy may be demonstrated by concert of action between the partici-

pants all working together for a common purpose.40

‘Concert of action for a common purpose,’ the Professor repeated slowly.

‘I’d say that the chapters in your book describe exactly that kind of concerted

practice,’ continued Steve, gulping down his now lukewarm coffee. ‘And always to

the benefit of the racist status quo. It’s a web of actions by teachers, policymakers,

right-wing commentators, uncritical academics and the media – all working in one

direction, day after day and to incredibly powerful effect.’

There was silence. It was as if the other people in the coffee house had ceased to

exist.

The Professor struggled to find the right words. ‘Wow,’ he said eventually.

Steve grinned. ‘Wow? Very profound.’ 

The Professor smiled as his earlier comment was returned with interest. ‘That’s

very important,’ he continued. ‘It will really strengthen my analysis if I can show

that the law works with a notion of conspiracy that’s sensitive enough to fit the

case of racism in education. The law is pretty conservative and so if conspiracy

works legally, then educationists have no excuse for ignoring it.’ He expected Steve

to close his computer but instead he noted even more frantic keyboard work.

Steve hit the return key, opening a new document, and looked at the Professor.

‘That’s not the best bit,’ he said. ‘Do you want to know what kind of conspiracy it is?’

Whiteness as a hub-and-spoke conspiracy

With fresh coffees in front of them, the two men lent forward, peering at the

screen: the teacher was now the student.

Steve sipped his steaming coffee and tried to decide how best to present his

arguments. ‘This is why I was late for the conference today,’ he began. ‘I started
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doing some online searches, using the University of London legal gateway:

they’ve got an incredible collection –’ He stopped as he realized that the Professor

couldn’t care less about the University’s legal facilities, excellent though they

might be. ‘Sorry. Er, anyway.’ He gathered his thoughts. ‘So there I am at

breakfast, playing with my new computer, and I decide to try some different

searches. As I look at the different listings for “conspiracy” I start to find lots of

references to something called “a chain conspiracy”.’

The Professor raised a quizzical eyebrow but remained silent. Steve read from

his screen: 

[A] chain conspiracy involves several parties as links in one long criminal chain.

Defendants in chain conspiracies are responsible for the actions of all partici-

pants in the chain, even if they never met some of the other participants in the

chain.41

The Professor lent back in his chair. ‘Hmm, I like the idea,’ he said thoughtfully,

‘but it’s not quite right.’ Steve started to speak but the Professor continued,

‘Whiteness isn’t sequential – that’s part of its strength. It doesn’t begin with an

individual classroom teacher any more than it begins with the prime minister.

They’re both deeply implicated but it’s a dialectical situation: the classroom and

school dynamics feed off, and reinforce, the wider societal oppressions and

assumptions.’

‘That’s right,’ Steve agreed.

‘And there’s the old cliché about a chain only being as strong as its weakest link,’

the Professor continued. ‘But Whiteness is incredibly strong. There are lots of

broken links – antiracist campaigners, public victories like the Stephen Lawrence

and David Bennett inquiries – they have an important impact but overall

Whiteness seems to go on more or less unchanged; it’s incredibly resilient.’

‘Yes,’ Steve agreed, ‘that’s why I rejected the idea of a chain conspiracy. I suggest

you use the hub-and-spoke model.’ He moved the cursor to highlight the relevant

part of the computer screen: ‘In a hub-and-spoke conspiracy, many parties (the

spokes), conspire with one person (the hub), but not with other defendants.’42

The Professor crossed his arms as he weighed the definition in his mind.

‘I think it captures the essence of what’s happening quite accurately,’ Steve

suggested. ‘Individual people and different agencies (like education, the economy,

media) are all spokes connected through the central hub of Whiteness.’

‘You’re suggesting that White people are linked together – in a de facto
conspiracy – by the shared “common-sense” assumptions and actions that charac-

terize them and support their cultural and economic dominance?’

‘Hub-and-spoke conspiracy,’ Steve repeated.

‘It’s a very big wheel,’ the Professor observed, ‘with a lot of spokes.’

‘Millions,’ Steve corrected. ‘And, obviously, some spokes are more important

than others: the criminal justice system, the economy, education. I picture those as

really big struts, you know, doing a lot of work supporting the structure, but

surrounded by millions of smaller spokes: the individual teachers, politicians,
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doctors, police officers, journalists … all you White people busily going about

your business-as-usual, unaware for the most part that you’re not only benefiting
from institutional racism, you’re actively supporting it.’

The Professor nodded. ‘Are you sure you’re okay with me using this? It’s a

powerful idea: maybe we should write it up together?’

‘Put me in your acknowledgements.’ Steve laughed and held up his empty

coffee cup: ‘Another?’

The Professor shook his head. ‘I’d better be getting home. I promised I’d be

back before the kids went to bed.’

The usefulness of a conspiracy analysis

As they retraced their steps across Tower Bridge and towards the nearest train

station, Steve turned to the Professor. ‘You okay?’ he asked. ‘I thought you’d be

excited at my legal discoveries.’

‘Yeah, sorry!’ the older man exclaimed. ‘I was just trying to work through all the

opposing arguments in my head.’

The two men stopped by a crossing and waited for the traffic to slow down.

‘I’m really very grateful,’ the Professor explained. ‘I think the legal dimension is

vitally important: being able to show that conspiracies don’t have to involve

conscious plots, that they can consist of a multitude of inter-related actions all

having a combined effect of truly awful consequences.’

‘So why the long face?’ Steve asked as they crossed the road.

‘Partly it’s because the metaphor works so well,’ the Professor explained. ‘The

idea of racism working like a hub-and-spoke conspiracy makes you look at the

world rather differently.’

‘Makes you look at the world differently,’ Steve corrected. ‘You’re White. You’re

on the inside. But for me it’s a familiar feeling to be wary of how I’m going to be

treated; the assumptions Whites make about me. That’s how it is.’

‘Hopefully,’ the Professor replied, ‘it’ll help more people grasp how Whiteness

operates.’

‘Exactly!’ agreed Steve. ‘Every individual is important and implicated, but each

individual can hide in the mass of other spokes and deny their involvement.’

‘That’s part of the strength of institutional racism,’ the Professor added. ‘No

single person or agency can be held up as wholly responsible, but to some extent

the power and force of the edifice relies on them all; from Whitehall and

Parliament all the way down to the newest first-year teacher. I’m not saying that

they have equal weight but they are all important; they are all spokes. The concept

of a hub-and-spoke conspiracy highlights the dialectic between the wider struc-

tures and individual agency: they feed off and reinforce each other.’

‘It doesn’t just describe the mechanism,’ Steve added. ‘It also conveys the sheer
scale of the task facing us as antiracists. Every white person we meet is more likely

than not to share a whole series of basic assumptions that we need to deconstruct:

assumptions about everything from criminality to ability and motivation. The

problem is everywhere and the mundane aspects are incredibly dangerous because
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they provide the basis for the extraordinary aspects. Racial profiling wouldn’t be

discussed if it meant targeting Whites; pulling them out of lines and humiliating

them as they go about their daily business.’

The Professor nodded. ‘I wonder how long Gifted and Talented schemes would

have lasted if the stats showed White kids five times less likely to be selected than

Black Africans?’43

As the two men passed by a now deserted City Hall, they looked up at the illu-

minated windows.

‘In fact, the Gifted and Talented scheme highlights another reason why the idea

of a hub-and-spoke conspiracy is so powerful,’ the Professor continued excitedly.

‘It suggests that every single action and policy is potentially implicated. Because of the

existing race inequalities in society, and because of the racist assumptions that

most Whites bring into school, every single education policy is likely to impact on

minoritized groups differently; and it’s likely to have a disproportionately negative
impact on particular groups, such as Black kids and their Muslim peers.’

‘Every policy?’ Steve queried.

‘Every policy,’ the Professor confirmed. ‘Think about it. It doesn’t matter what

the explicit focus of the policy is – it could be academic, pastoral, financial; it could

be about management styles, behavioural policies, curriculum reform – anything.

Because racist assumptions saturate the system, and we’re not starting from a level

playing field in terms of existing inequalities, unless they’re consciously interro-

gated for race equality impacts, the chances are that every policy will become

another spoke in the conspiracy.’

The two friends reached London Bridge railway station just as the first drops of

a late evening shower started to fall. They entered through the large archway and

walked up the inclined corridor towards the main ticket hall. 

‘That shows another reason why the hub-and-spoke conspiracy is a useful idea,’

Steve suggested. ‘If every policy and action is potentially implicated, it shows how
vital it is to get actively involved in antiracist struggles.’

The Professor smiled. ‘Trust you to end on a note of resistance.’

‘Thank you.’ Steve accepted the compliment. ‘Whiteness is like a vast

conspiracy that pulls most White people in without them even realizing they’re

involved. We can stand back and look at the evidence and it’s damning: concerted

practices that maintain White Supremacy and systematically disadvantage

particular minoritized groups.’

‘Yes,’ the Professor agreed. ‘There’s no need for a conscious plot. As you

explained, we can see the conspiracy in the evidence of the education system itself

– who wins, who loses.’

‘Correct,’ Steve continued. ‘And the conspiracy is so deeply entrenched in White

assumptions and actions that resistance can’t be left to other people. Unless you

are actively resisting, the chances are you’re just another spoke who routinely rein-

forces the situation – whether you realize it or not.’

They passed through the ticket barrier and entered the throng of people, all

rushing to get to different destinations as quickly as possible. The friends stood to

one side, keen to finish their conversation before heading to their separate platforms. 

Conclusion 195



Steve turned to his White friend and mentor. ‘I know the conspiracy idea might

offend some people, but if Whites don’t like being implicated in a conspiracy to

ensure that minoritized groups are constantly thwarted, demonized and denied a

fair chance, then merely opting out isn’t good enough.’

‘You’re right – as usual,’ the Professor agreed. ‘And the more that racism in

education is named and challenged, the more chance we have of defeating it.’

‘Right,’ Steve said excitedly. ‘As your chapter on the Stephen Lawrence case

shows, there are people willing to fight and they can win important victories. Hell,

there won’t be any progress unless we fight: your analysis of education policy says

that every advance – no matter how small – has been won through social action.’44

‘Derrick Bell thinks we’ll never eradicate racism completely,’ the older man

noted.

‘That’s as maybe,’ Steve continued, ‘but he’s definitely right when he says that

we have no alternative but to oppose it every step of the way.’45

The two men stood close to the wall, pulling themselves as far back as possible

to avoid a group of young sightseers intent on walking four abreast the length of

the corridor.

The Professor noticed that Steve was grinning. ‘So,’ the younger man enquired,

‘I guess you’re going to make the conspiracy argument in your book?’

‘Definitely,’ the Professor replied. ‘I think the idea of Whiteness as a hub-and-

spoke conspiracy is too strong to ignore. The evidence is overwhelming and the

idea not only describes how things work across the system, through every policy

and implicating us all, it also highlights the need for widespread resistance.’

Steve straightened the shoulder straps on his backpack, preparing to leave. 

‘Thanks again, Steve.’ The Professor shook his friend’s hand. ‘I owe you one for

all that research.’

‘No problem. Just don’t blame me when White people stop talking to you,’

Steve smiled. ‘I doubt many teachers, policymakers and journalists are going to

enjoy being told they’re part of a conspiracy to protect White Supremacy in

education.’

The Professor nodded. ‘If the past is anything to go by I’ll get some positive

responses too. Especially among community activists, students and teachers who

want to make a difference and really pursue race equality.’ 

‘Fingers crossed,’ Steve smiled. ‘We’d better get moving: it’s later than we

think.’
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Appendix: notes from the
author
Some thoughts on Whiteness,
critical scholarship and
political struggle

I have frequently been encouraged to write about my own positioning and experi-

ences as a White person engaged in antiracist work but, until now, I have resisted

these invitations. My hesitance reflected a number of concerns: first, on a very

practical level, my time for writing is finite and always pressured; consequently I

prefer to use the time and space available to examine issues that I think are more

important. Second, I have always been worried that too much introspection can

quickly cross the line between necessary critical reflection on one hand, and egotis-

tical posturing on the other hand.1 Mindful of these risks, however, numerous

friends and colleagues have argued that I should say something directly about

these issues, not least because Whiteness has become such a key topic for my

analysis.

This appendix is also a response to an incident that happened recently when,

after delivering a keynote address on the central, hidden but immensely powerful

forces of White Supremacy at the heart of education policy, the first question came

from a member of the audience who ignored all of my arguments and data and

complained ‘You haven’t said anything about yourself …’.  I can understand the

significance of the issues that the questioner was probing but I do not see them as

a necessary aspect of every talk I give or article I write. Addressing them here, as

part of a longer work, seems a sensible solution.

In this appendix, therefore, I reflect on some aspects of my work as a White

antiracist that may be of further interest. In particular, I offer some thoughts in

relation to several key questions. Do White researchers have a legitimate role in

antiracism in general, and Critical Race Theory in particular? How does my being

identified as White affect my research? What is the role of Critical Race Theory

and social action in the struggle for race equality? These are complex issues and my

thoughts here are neither authoritative nor final: they are works in progress.



The rules of racial standing

True awareness requires an understanding of the Rules of Racial Standing. As
an individual’s understanding of these rules increases, there will be more and
more instances where one can discern their working.

Derrick Bell2

One of the key arguments suggested by the data in this book is that individual

experiences, no matter how intimate and apparently random, can rarely be fully

understood without reference to wider structures of power and oppression that are

historically rooted and racially patterned. Although highly personal, therefore,

these appendix notes must be seen within the wider context of race and racism,

especially in relation to what Derrick Bell has termed ‘the rules of racial standing’,

i.e. five statements about the relationship between race/racism and how people’s

views are shaped, received and (mis)represented. As with so much of Bell’s work,

the analysis is at once clear and immediately striking, and yet draws together

numerous complex strands that suggest further issues and problems; in this case,

concerning the particular nexus between research, politics, the academy and indi-

vidual actions:

FIRST RULE

No matter their experience or expertise, blacks’ statements involving race are

deemed ‘special pleading’ and thus not entitled to serious consideration.3

SECOND RULE

Not only are blacks’ complaints discounted, but black victims of racism are

less effective witnesses than are whites, who are members of the oppressor

class. This phenomenon reflects a widespread assumption that blacks, unlike

whites, cannot be objective on racial issues.4

THIRD RULE

The usual exception … is the black person who publicly disparages or criti-

cizes other blacks who are speaking or acting in ways that upset whites.

Instantly, such statements are granted ‘enhanced standing’ even when the

speaker has no special expertise or experience in the subject he or she is criti-

cizing.5

Bell makes clear that he is concerned with the effects of actions and makes no

assumptions about writers’ personal motivations, regardless of their race or pro-

/anti-civil rights positions. Black writers who gain enhanced status by denying

racism, like White antiracists who gain greater exposure than minoritized peers

saying much the same thing, may be entirely genuine in their commitments:

whether genuine or opportunist, what matters for Derrick Bell is how the different

positions play out in relation to struggles for race equality. This, of course, is

highly uncomfortable reading for White antiracists who must realize that,

whatever their own commitments and actions, the chances are that they are
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personally benefiting quite substantially from the racist structures and assump-

tions that they are seeking to destroy. In view of this, is the only ethical line for
Whites to withdraw from the field? My answer, and the answer of many critical race

theorists, is no.
First, the idea that antiracist politics is served by anyone vacating the field is

somewhat perverse and actually invites Whites to salve their race consciences by

doing nothing; thereby leaving White Supremacy untouched. For example, I have

met several well qualified and highly motivated people of color who find it

difficult to secure post-graduate supervision because universities have told them

that the absence of suitably qualified minoritized staff means that they cannot

accept them as students. Notwithstanding the pressing need for more diverse

faculty in all university departments, this reaction has all the hallmarks of empty

liberal gestural politics; it allows White liberals to feel good about their race

politics whilst doing absolutely nothing to challenge the status quo and thereby

maintaining the exclusion of minoritized people.

Richard Delgado has written extensively about the problem of false-empathy: 

False-empathy is worse than none at all, worse than indifference. It makes you

overconfident, so that you can easily harm the intended beneficiary. You are

apt to be paternalistic, thinking you know what the other really wants or

needs … You can end up thinking that race is no different from class – that

blacks are just whites who happen not to have any money right now. 

Empathy – the shallow, chic kind – is always more attractive than responsibility,
which is hard work.6

This is a vitally important observation that highlights the need for tangible action

rather than eloquent speeches and empty gestures. This points to a further

compelling reason for Whites to be fundamentally engaged in antiracist schol-

arship: Bell’s rules of racial standing note that radical analyses by Whites play an

important role in challenging the assumption of ‘special pleading’ and bias that

greets Black radicalism (the first rule). Because of the very racism that it chal-

lenges, critical race scholarship by White-identified people is less easily dismissed

and provides an opportunity to use Whiteness against itself. This does not mean,

of course, that radical scholarship by Whites is any more important than that by

minoritized scholars; rather, the two can come together in complementary ways so

that the whole is greater than the sum of the parts. I want to emphasize, however,

that I believe that White people working with CRT must be prepared to take a

back seat when necessary and, although they have a genuine contribution to make,

they should remember Zeus Leonardo’s observation that ‘whenever whiteness, as

an imagined racial collective, inserts itself into history, material and discursive

violence accompanies it’.7

Conceptually this means there can never be ‘White CRT’ in a shallow imitation

of the branches developed by scholars in the traditions of Latino/a, Native

American and Asian American Studies (sometimes called LatCrit, TribalCrit and
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AsianCrit).8 Although there is a strong tradition of critical White studies in CRT

(see Chapter 2) this takes Whiteness and White people as its focus. It does not

draw inspiration or strength from a shared White identity or history; rather, it

seeks to critique and dismantle those very illusions. Whiteness is a problem that

critical educators must combat; it is not part of the solution.

This adds further weight to the position stated by David Stovall9 that the expe-

riential knowledge of Whites places a particular responsibility on them to use their

insider-understandings of White racism to expose and challenge Whiteness (see

Chapter 2). Recognizing the political value of having White-identified people

working in the antiracist struggle, however, is only a part of the issue. In the next

section I consider some different aspects of the same dynamic.

Whiteness and antiracist struggles

‘Are you White?’

After a lecture to first-year teachers (where I’d focused very largely on White

racism in the teaching and policy contexts) a student approached me (not in the

public plenary) and asked if she could ask me ‘a personal question’. Her hesitant

demeanour suggested that the question was of an extremely sensitive and possibly

intrusive nature. I said she could ask but I might choose not to answer. She looked

around nervously and then asked in a quiet voice, ‘Are you White?’ 

I said something about my family coming from varied backgrounds in

England, Scotland and Eire but yes, I was pretty sure that everyone in my family

would describe themselves as White. She said, ‘Oh, I wasn’t sure.’ The student

(who looked White to me) was clearly uncomfortable; she smiled and moved

away. 

I’m fairly certain that the student was checking whether or not I was of mixed

race/dual heritage;10 many people of mixed background, of course, are not distinc-

tively ‘raced’ in terms of the usual stereotypical markers (such as skin tone and hair

texture). 

I am often asked how I came to be working on race, but this was the first time

I had heard the question ‘Are you White?’ The question is a vital one because I

suspect that by placing the ‘blame’ for race inequality so squarely on the shoulders

of White people during my talk, I had temporarily stepped outside of – or at least

troubled – the boundaries of ‘Whiteness’ as a regime of truth; so much so that my

credentials as a White person were now in jeopardy. Put simply, the act of chal-

lenging White Supremacy was calling into question the possibility of me being
White. At this fundamental level, White people embody White Supremacy. 

I should add that when the student asked the question a series of possible

answers flashed before me. The most obvious reply, a simple ‘Yes’, could have rein-

forced the dangerous idea that races are real and clearly demarcated entities but the

alternative – a long explanation about the nature of Whiteness as a psychological,

social, historical, economic and political construct – also seemed out of place. It

would be interesting to talk with the student about the reason for the question and
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how she would have reacted to a range of different answers. What if I had said

‘No’? Would my talk have had greater authority (because I could have been

drawing on personal experience of racism) or would its validity have been called

into doubt, as a form of ‘special pleading’? Perhaps this illustrates the most signif-

icant aspect of the incident: whatever answer I had given, the student could easily

have decided that my response decreased the significance of what I had said –

regardless of the fact that at no time had I invoked personal experience as a part of

my data or analysis. Once again, Whiteness is highlighted as both powerful and

incredibly flexible: the question potentially puts me (and every other antiracist

scholar) in a lose–lose situation. This sounds a further warning about the potential

threats of individualized identity-politics within the academy.

‘What do your people think about the work you do?’

In 2002 Dianne Abbott MP, one of the first ever Black members of the British

Parliament, organized a cross-London event that focused on the education of

Black children. It generated national interest and the famous QEII conference

centre had to close its doors when more than 2,000 Black parents, teachers and

students turned up for the first session. Alongside Gus John, I spoke as part of a

‘workshop’ (addressing around 1,000 people). I set out some of the ways that

schools fail Black students, not least through placement in the lowest teaching

groups where the level of exam entry can mean that a failing ‘D’ grade is the very

best a child can possibly attain.11 I discussed how the system works and strategies

parents can use to challenge it.

After the conference I spoke with many people, including an elderly African

Caribbean woman. She approached me and thanked me for the session, adding,

‘What do your people think about the work you do?’

Clearly, for this woman (who’s likely had a lifetime of experiencing and

resisting racism) there was no doubting my race, unlike the White student

described previously. We spoke about White people’s reactions to antiracism and

the kind of letters and emails that this work can attract from ‘my people’: I have a

number of colleagues who have received death threats. She thanked me again for

my work and, with great warmth and concern, asked me to ‘Be careful.’

What do these incidents suggest? Well, first, that no matter how radically one

attempts to question and destabilize racial categories (abolish Whiteness)12 other

people’s assumptions are always in play. However, Whiteness as a practice of power

can be disrupted, even to the extent that one’s location within the category White

is actually called into question. But these are uncertain and unstable categories

which, despite our consciously progressive intent, can easily be reconstructed in

regressive ways. The elderly Black woman had no doubt that many of ‘my people’

would not welcome my work, and that assessment is certainly correct. I am

hopeful, however, that the White teacher’s expectations and assumptions had been

sufficiently troubled that she began to rethink her ideas about minoritized

students in her school.
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We must struggle where we are

In terms of antiracist praxis, I continually return to a simple but powerful idea

suggested more than 20 years ago by Stuart Hall, Britain’s foremost Black sociol-

ogist. The statement came in a video recording where Hall was being interviewed

as part of the work of a small Black-run education resource centre, which produced

posters, guides and other curricular materials to aid antiracist teachers in London.

The interview began with Professor Hall being invited to explain something about

the nature of racism. He gave a typically eloquent, highly accessible answer that

highlighted the extensive, normalized but incredibly damaging effects of racism.

The interviewer looked somewhat crestfallen and asked, in view of the scale of

racism, what was the point of a small self-help project like theirs. In reply Stuart

Hall made a deceptively simple observation: ‘[Racism] is inside the schools and

outside the schools, but we must struggle where we are.’13

I repeatedly come back to Hall’s entreaty to ‘struggle where we are’, especially

when I am asked about solutions and the scale of the antiracist struggle. I have

already addressed the problem of perceived hopelessness that can come from a

misreading of CRT (see Chapters 2, 6 and 9). To suggest that critical race analyses

breed hopelessness and disempowerment is a cruel distortion of an approach that,

more than any other conceptual framework of which I’m aware, places genuine

social action at the heart of its enterprise. 

Hall’s advice speaks to everyone who wants to contribute to antiracist change:

regardless of our institutional location (in a school, university, school district,

factory, community group or political party) and irrespective of our positioning at

the intersection of numerous identity categories (raced, classed, gendered,

dis/abled) we all can – and must – struggle where we are.

For what it’s worth, I try to engage in this struggle in numerous ways: in

addition to my research and teaching, I also work with a variety of groups that

make or seek to influence policy (including governmental and non-governmental

organizations) and a range of community advocacy and campaigning groups. I try

to use the media to disseminate antiracist research and challenge the stereotypes

that dominate so much of the airwaves. I work with colleagues internationally, and

edit a journal publishing critical education scholarship, to take forward antiracist

and critical scholarship more widely. I do not offer these notes as in any way a

declaration of an antiracist transcendence of Whiteness – of the sort critiqued by

Sara Ahmed14 – rather, they are meant to show that (as a critical race theorist) I

take seriously the need for an engaged critical race praxis (as highlighted by David

Stovall)15 and do not imagine for a second that an analysis of racism alone is a

sufficient contribution to the struggle for race equality. 

The need to stay critical

I have argued elsewhere that critical research must always remain reflexive and self-

critical.16 In many ways the issues I have addressed in this appendix, although

prompted by my identity as a White researcher, pose questions for everyone
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engaged in critical scholarship. We are all captured, to some degree, by the very

machinery of racism and White Supremacy that we seek to criticize in our work.

Despite our best efforts our work, indeed our very presence in the system, may

have unintended consequences. An honest awareness of this danger is the first step

in resisting it: 

[W]e all legitimate an unfair system, merely by agreeing to teach in institu-

tions that have terrible records on matters of race.

Richard Delgado17

[G]enuine service requires humility. We must first recognize and acknowledge

(at least to ourselves) that our actions are not likely to lead to transcendent

change and may indeed, despite our best efforts, be of more help to the system

we despise than to the victims of that system whom we are trying to help.

Then, and only then, can that realization and the dedication based on it lead

to policy positions and campaigns that are less likely to worsen conditions for

those we are trying to help and more likely to remind the powers that be that

out there are persons like us who are not only not on their side but determined

to stand in their way. 

Derrick Bell18
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required of every UK citizen who owns a TV – regardless of whether they ever
tune in to any BBC productions.

43 BBC (2007a).
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44 YouGov (2005).
45 Tolson (2006): 9, emphasis added.
46 Tolson (2006): 94.
47 BBC (2007b).
48 Tolson (2006): 94.
49 BBC (2007b).
50 Sony Radio Academy Awards (2007).
51 Ibid.
52 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006). All quotations from the Morning Programme are my

own verbatim transcriptions from an audio recording of the programme. I use
standard transcription notations:
… denotes that speech has been edited out; 
italicized text denotes that the speaker stressed this word/phrase. 

53 See Black Information Link (2006).
54 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
55 BBC (2007c), emphasis added.
56 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
57 Ibid.
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 Callers’ names have been changed. It is, of course, impossible to know how all

callers would identify their race/ethnicity: where I give a designation it is based
on references in the callers’ own descriptions/words. 

61 For a detailed and powerful critique of absolutist ‘free speech’ arguments see
Delgado and Stefancic (2004).

62 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
63 Hutchby (1996): 8.
64 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
65 Ibid.
66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
68 Ibid.
69 Actually a summary of Voltaire’s position by S.G. Tallentyre. Source: Ratcliffe, S.

(1994): 49.
70 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
71 Ibid.
72 For a discussion of how this stereotype is woven through the pseudo-scientific

IQist theory see Gillborn and Youdell (2000). For an example of this stereotype
presented as pioneering journalism see Entine (2000).

73 BBC Radio 5 Live (2006).
74 Smith (2006). 
75 Delgado and Stefancic (2004).
76 Ibid.: 220.
77 Leo Tolstoy (1886) What Then Must We Do?, quoted in Ratcliffe, S. (1994):

169.

9 Conclusion

1 Kunjufu (2005): 1, original emphasis. 
2 Orwell (1949): 185.
3 See Chapter 1 for an introduction to the style of CRT chronicles and some back-

ground on my main characters.
4 See Chapter 1 for a more detailed exposition of each chapter’s content.
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5 See Chapter 4 for details on Islamophobia and public policy discourse.
6 GLA (2006): 1–3.
7 For critical analyses of the relationship between Whiteness, race and space (in

London and beyond) see Gulson (2006, 2007).
8 See Chapters 4 and 8.
9 Sir Ian Blair quoted in Chapter 2. In November 2007 the Metropolitan Police were

found guilty of endangering the public under health and safety regulations and
fined £175,000 (with £385,000 costs). No individual officer has ever been prose-
cuted for the killing.

10 See Chapter 3.
11 See Chapters 3 and 8 for discussions of White victimology.
12 See Chapter 5 and Gillborn and Youdell (2000).
13 See Chapters 3 and 5 for discussion of the difference between progress and

achievement. Chapter 7 explores how blame is apportioned in research and press
reports.

14 See Tikly et al. (2006) for details of a pilot project to support higher achievement
by Black students – its successes and the barriers encountered.

15 See Chapter 6.
16 See Chapter 4.
17 See Knight (2000); Weissinger (2002, 2007).
18 Turner (1993).
19 Robins and Post (1997) quoted in Knight (2000): 13.
20 Delgado (2006).
21 See Churchill and Vander Wall (1990); Hoover (1967); Knight (2000): 150.
22 See Churchill and Vander Wall (1990).
23 See United States Senate (1976).
24 Ramsay (2006): 133.
25 Churchill and Vander Wall (1990): 97–9.
26 The trial transcript and background information are available on the King Center

website: www.thekingcenter.org/news/trial.html (accessed 31 December 2007).
The verdict was returned on 8 December 1999. See www.theking
center.org/news/trial/Volume14.html (accessed 31 December 2007).

27 See Knight (2000): 10.
28 Parsons et al. (1999).
29 In the study 27.4 per cent of respondents agreed that AIDS was part of a genocidal

conspiracy against African Americans. Source: Parsons et al. (1999): Table 1, p.
212.

30 In the study 89.4 per cent agreed with the item on police harassment; 87.5 per cent
agreed on the criminal justice system. Source: Parsons et al. (1999): Table 1, p.
211–12.

31 See Amnesty International (1998).
32 Parsons et al. (1999): 211 and 218.
33 D’Souza (1995). For details on Shelby Steele’s comments see Ruffins (1998).
34 See Matthews (2004); Sewell (2004). For a discussion of these processes in the US

see Bell (1992): Chapter 6.
35 Knight (2000): 153; Sassoon (1995).
36 Bell (1992); see also Chapter 2.
37 See Chronicle I in Chapter 1.
38 Joshua and Jordan (2003): 655.
39 See Gillborn (1990, 1995); Gillborn and Mirza (2000); Gillborn and Youdell

(2000).
40 Joshua and Jordan (2003): 655.
41 Guide to California Law (no date), original emphasis.
42 Ibid., original emphasis.



43 See Chapter 5.
44 See Chapters 4 and 6.
45 See Chapters 2 and 6.

Appendix

1 In my experience White people are the worst offenders, especially men.
2 Bell (1992): 125.
3 Ibid.: 111.
4 Ibid.: 113.
5 Ibid.: 114.
6 Delgado (1996): 31 and 35–6, original emphasis.
7 Leonardo (2002): 32.
8 Delgado and Stefancic (2001); Yosso (2005).
9 Stovall (2006).

10 In a very real sense, of course, every human being is of ‘mixed race’ (see Chapter
1). In current academic debates the term is mostly used in relation to people
whose birth parents are of different racial backgrounds.

11 See Chapter 5.
12 Roediger (1994).
13 Afro-Caribbean Education Resource (ACER) Project (1985).
14 Ahmed (2004).
15 Stovall (2006).
16 Gillborn (2005d).
17 Delgado (2006): 61.
18 Bell (1992): 198–9.
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