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Abstract

Popular constructions of rural England have perpetuated images of idyllic, problem-
free environments which have tended to mask the exclusionary processes that
marginalise particular groups of rural ‘others’. This includes minority ethnic ‘others’
whose experiences of rural life have been largely overlooked by academic studies.
Previous research into ‘race’-related issues has focused almost exclusively on the
more urbanised areas of the country which typically contain larger minority ethnic
populations, but such a focus has to some extent overshadowed the difficulties facing
minority ethnic households living in rural areas where communities are traditionally
less transient and feelings of isolation and alienation may be at a premium.

The research upon which the thesis is based is drawn from predominantly qualitative
material elicited from studies of rural towns and villages based in three English
counties. The perceptions of minority ethnic groups are examined to identify their
feelings about rural life, fear of racist harassment and experiences of victimisation,
while the attitudes of established white rural communities are also assessed in an
analysis of notions of community, identity and ‘otherness’ in a rural context. In
addition, the thesis considers the way in which statutory and voluntary agencies

respond to the needs of minority ethnic rural households and to problems of racist
victimisation.

The research findings illustrate the disturbing nature, extent and impact of racist
victimisation in rural environments, and it is suggested that the ‘invisibility’ of the
problem is compounded by weaknesses in agency responses and by the enduring
appeal of i1dyllicised constructions of rurality. At the same time though, the status of
‘other’ may not be a permanent affiliation for all rural minority ethnic households, but
instead 1s likely to be a more transient condition contingent to some extent upon
individual circumstances and particular environments. Consequently, the thesis
contends that the significance of racialised ‘othering’ in the rural will only be fully
appreciated through a more nuanced conceptual understanding of the rural ‘othering’
process, and through a more holistic research agenda that takes account of the
increasing diversification of rural space.
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Chapter One

Understanding the ‘Rural’

At first glance a study of minority ethnic experiences of the rural may seem an
unusual site of enquiry, particularly when taken in the context of a long tradition of
academic research which has tended to focus on more urbanised environments when
accounting for the perceptions of minority ethnic communities. The presence of ethnic
minorities in the rural has been largely overlooked as a result of the potent imagery
often associated with the English countryside, a vivid illustration of which can be seen
in the following comments, referred to in the title of this thesis, which former Prime
Minister John Major famously used to describe his vision of Englishness during his
time in office: ‘County grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs ... and old
maids cycling to Holy Communion through the morning mist” (Major, 1993 quoted in
Garland and Rowe, 2001: 121). Such introspective, and arguably retrospective,
depictions evoke seemingly comforting recollections of a ‘better’ England, an
England steeped in tradition and free of the problems associated with contemporary
society. That such depictions tend to rely upon the kinds of nostalgic images typically
associated with rural towns and villages is especially telling, as these eulogies to
traditional values appear to leave little room for ‘non-traditional’ groups such as
ethnic minorities. Indeed as we shall see, popular constructions of rural England
afford little recognition to the growing minority ethnic rural population, and this has
significant implications for the way in which ethnic minorities can be perceived

within rural communities.

As a way of addressing the relative lack of research into rural minority ethnic
experiences, this thesis investigates relationships between white and minority ethnic
rural households and explores issues of racialised ‘othering’ and victimisation within
rural towns and villages based in three English counties. Chapter Three describes the
research methodology and how the study was conceived, designed and implemented,
while Chapters Four and Five examine perceptions of belonging and the process of
racist victimisation respectively as experienced by research participants in this study.
The problem of rural racism is shown to be a significant and distressing issue for

many of the minority ethnic research participants, and Chapter Six goes on to examine



how local agencies and policy-makers respond to the problem and the extent to which
these responses meet the needs of minority households. Before discussing the findings
and implications of the actual research itself though, consideration is first given to
how the term ‘rural’ has been utilised and conceptualised within political, popular and
academic discourse. Chapter Two then explores the concept of victimisation, and
more specifically the notion of racist victimisation, to establish a more nuanced
recognition of the processes through which minority ethnic households can fall victim
to different forms of racism. Taken together these initial chapters provide a logical
framework from which we can begin to locate the specific difficulties facing rural
minority ethnic households, and to understand the experiences of victimisation and

racialised ‘othering’ identified within the towns and villages selected for the purposes

of this particular piece of research.

Developing a clearer understanding of the term °‘rural’, and of how it has been
conceived within academic, political and popular discourse, is an important first step
towards appreciating the significance of rural racism. The research upon which this
thesis is based aims to identify the patterns of ‘othering’ that can result in minority
ethnic households being marginalised from mainstream rural communities, and as we
shall see in later chapters the research examines the perceptions of, and relationships
between, minority ethnic households, white residents and local agencies as a way of
analysing the nature, extent and impact of this ‘othering’ process. However, in order
to fully comprehend the rationale for studying the dynamics of this process in an
explicitly rural, as opposed to urban context, we need first to understand the
distinctiveness of rural place and space, not simply geographically but with reference
to the way in which rurality has been polarised conceptually from urbanity in terms of
its history, demography and character. As traditional distinctions between the nature
of rural and urban space begin to dissipate as a result of the increasing diversification
of rural environments, higher rates of rural in-migration and the upward trend in the
development of rural land, conclusive definitions of what is, and what is not rural are
increasingly hard to settle upon. Nonetheless, in the absence of an overarching
definition the rural has commonly been conceptualised in terms of belonging,
nationhood and identity, and as we shall see throughout the remainder of this chapter
conceiving of the rural in this manner has had long-standing implications for the way

in which minority ethnic ‘others’ are perceived to fit within such a framework.



Conceptualising rurality

In order to study issues of racism in a rural context consideration should first be given
to what is meant by the ‘rural’. Although most people may have their own generalised
conception of the term, its true complexities and ambiguities cannot be fully

understood in the absence of a suitable conceptual framework (Robinson, 1992). The
most recent definition of rurality offered by the Department for Environment, Food
and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) consists of two parts, the first being the settlement
morphology which applies to all places with a population of under 10,000, and the

second referring to the wider geographical context in which individual settlements are
located, and specifically the extent to which this wider area can be said to be
‘sparsely’ populated or not (DEFRA, 2004; The Countryside Agency, 2004a). Under
this definition, 19 per cent of the UK’s total population live in a rural area, and six per
cent reside in rural areas where the surrounding environment is especially sparsely

populated, while 2001 Census figures reveal the rural ‘non-white’ population to be
between 0.2 and 2.4 per cent (Dhillon, 2006)".

DEFRA'’s definition is helpful to some extent in describing the official parameters of
what is rural and what is not; indeed, the selection of rural case-study areas within this
particular piece of research was informed by the DEFRA definition in the sense that
care was taken to ensure that each town or village fitted within the formal
classification of rurality. However, official definitions reveal little with regards to the
nature of rural space and the characteristics which influence popular classifications of
what constitutes ‘the rural’. The term is often loosely employed to refer to non-urban
or peripheral environments, but as Scott, Hogg, Barclay and Donnermeyer (2007: 3)
suggest ‘there is no absolute or definitive distinction between either the conceptual or
geographic boundaries of urban and rural areas, or metropolitan and non-metropolitan
areas’. Changes to geographical landscapes, together with evolving social, political
and economic structures will all necessarily impact upon interpretations of rurality,
and yet credible attempts to analyse the meaning of rurality have been broadly lacking

from contemporary criminological and sociological debates that have tended to

neglect rural perspectives (Moody, 1999; Dingwall, 1999). Instead, the task of

' Further statistical breakdowns of the rural minority ethnic population are as yet unavailable

following the introduction of DEFRA’s new definition of rural.



conceptualising the term has been left largely to rural geographers who have adopted

a range of different perspectives and foci in helping to shape our understanding (see,

for example, Cherry, 1976; Lewis, 1979; Cloke, 1980; Robinson, 1992).

Among the most popular ways of viewing the rural has been to dichotomise ‘the rural’
and ‘the urban’, most commonly by drawing upon historical references to the
polarisation of the two forms of place. Robinson (1992), for example, makes reference
to the work of Ferdinand Tonnies (1887), who perceived rurality in its ideal sense
(described by Tonnies as the Gemeinschaft) to be typified by features like kinship,
locality, familiarity and understanding, whereas urban relations (referred to by
Tonnies as the Gesellschaft) were characterised by alienation and depersonalisation
(see also Donnermeyer, 2007). Similarly, Robinson uses the writings of Louis Wirth

(1938) to highlight the negative characteristics attributed to urbanism by early social

theorists:

Wirth felt that urban relationships were impersonal, superficial and
transitory. These social relations alienated individuals from their folk or
rural backgrounds, destroying the sense of belonging to an integrated
community and creating a state of ‘anomie’ or a sense of being lost in ‘the
lonely crowd’ ... Without formalised controls he felt such societies would

be unable to maintain any form of social order.

(Robinson, 1992: 38)

Similar assertions have been made by sociologists working within the tradition of the
Chicago school, for whom problems of crime and deviance have long been associated
with the dehabilitating environmental conditions of the city. The oft-referred to work
of Clifford Shaw and Henry Mckay, for example, has argued that juvenile offending is
a product of the societal transformations that result from rapid urbanisation, and as
such that young people born and brought up in disorganised urban neighbourhoods
are especially vulnerable to deviant behaviour (Shaw and Mckay, 1972 cited in
Hopkins Burke, 2001: 104). As a consequence, such entrenched and long-established
beliefs about the fundamental differences between the two ‘polarities’ of space have

given rise to the concept of a rural-urban continuum, where locations are viewed



along an imaginary continuum, with absolute rurality and absolute urbanity at
opposite ends. Cloke (1977), for example, developed the idea of an index of rurality,
based upon the multivariate analysis of multiple socio-economic indicators, which it
was felt would provide insights into the characteristics considered to be indicative of
rurality. In such an index, rurality was defined so as to embrace a series of distinct
variables, including population, migration, land use and remoteness, which are
measured to establish the extent to which an area is inclined towards the rural or urban

pole.

However, several authors have criticised the simplistic implications of adopting such
a mechanism for distinguishing what is rural. Hoggart (1990: 249), for instance,
argues that despite the variety of indicators used in the delineation of places, schemes
of categorisation such as the index of rurality naively rely upon unitary conceptions of
geographical differentiation; similarly, Pahl (1968) warns that the simplicity inherent
to a rural-urban continuum can give rise to widespread and mistaken generalisations
which ignore the variety of changes between the two ‘poles’ of rural and urban.
Consequently, a growing body of literature has emerged within the field of rural
studies which has sought to move away from the mere dichotomisation of rural and
urban, and which instead has encouraged a deeper understanding of their particular

characteristics and dimensions.

While there will inevitably be varying interpretations of what these characteristics and
dimensions should be, Cloke (1985: 4) has suggested that three main themes are
evident within the numerous definitions of rurality. The first of these is a tendency to
synonymise the ‘rural’ with anything non-urban in character, a tendency which Cloke
suggests mistakenly implies that the rural environment lacks sufficient character to be
worthy of study in its own right. A second theme running through much discourse on
the subject (for example, Thorbumn, 1971; Moss, 1978) 1s what Cloke refers to as a
propensity to regard ‘user perception [as] ... the principal agent of rural-urban
definition’. Arguably, this kind of definitional approach, whilst highlighting the
subjectivity of rural conceptualisation, does relatively little to shed light upon the

particular dynamics of rurality.

However, a further theme identified by Cloke acknowledges that positive definitions
can in fact be attributed to rurality, and it 1s those definitions which he believes can be

most helpful in shaping perceptions of what rurality is, as opposed to what rurality is



not or what it is perceived to be (op cit). Certainly, approaches which recognise
rurality as a concept in its own right and which offer insights into the realities of rural
life, will stave off calls from authors such as Hoggart (1990) to jettison the ‘rural’ as a

specific and worthwhile object of study.

To me, if we cannot agree what ‘rural’ is, this does not give us carte

blanche to rely on ‘convenient’ definitions of it. Rather, it behoves us to

abandon the category ‘rural’ as an analytical construct.

(Hoggart, 1990: 246)

For Hoggart, simplistic assumptions about the nature of rurality have resulted in what
he refers to as ‘too much laxity in the treatment of rural areas in empirical analysis’
(1990: 245). However, rather than reaching the seemingly pessimistic conclusion of
‘doing away with the rural’, others have sought to broaden the scope of enquiry within
rural studies by acknowledging, and critiquing, the utility of alternative explanations
of rurality. Among the most helpful accounts i1s Robinson’s (1992) typology of socio-
cultural, occupational and ecological definitions. Socio-cultural definitions refer to the
perceived attitudinal and behavioural differences between people living in large and
small settlements, which have helped to shape popular constructions of rurality and
urbanity, while occupational definitions make even more explicit assumptions about
the forms of occupation followed by rural dwellers (1992: 14). Ecological definitions,
meanwhile, are seen by Robinson to build upon elements of the previous two
definitions by viewing environmental characteristics (including the physical and man-
made environment, population, values and social organisation) as pivotal to

maintaining urban and rural distinctions.

The notion of space has also been regarded as a central concept in many explanations
of rurality. Most commonly, this relates to the idea that attempts to conceptualise
rurality must acknowledge the existence of a multiplicity of rural spaces, as opposed
to one single space, where recognition is afforded to differing constructs of the rural
(Mormont, 1990; Cloke and Milbourne, 1992; Little and Austin, 1996; Van Dam,
Heins and Elbersen, 2002). Murdoch and Pratt (1997), for example, refer to the terms
first used by Mol and Law (1994) to distinguish the spatial dimensions of rurality —



regions, networks and fluidity — to assist in their own explanations of the rural. For
these authors, the term ‘region’ 1s synonymous with traditional approaches
characterising rural discourse which merely (and mistakenly) emphasise the
exclusivity of space by simplistically breaking areas down into neat divisions with
fixed boundaries. Viewing the rural as a series of ‘networks’ on the other hand, at

least acknowledges the socio-spatial relationships that may exist outside such fixed

boundaries, although this approach does still have limitations:

While the network approach is good at showing the contingency of power
relations by documenting in detail how the powerful become powerful, it
tells us nothing about those who lie outside the (power) networks. Those
who lack resources, a voice, visibility, will continue to be neglected if we
simply concentrate on powerful networks. Although network analysis helps
in understanding how the rural becomes an exclusive, homogenous terrain
it does not direct us towards those who fall into the gaps between the

networks.

(Murdoch and Pratt, 1997: 62-3)

Consequently, as Murdoch and Pratt go on to argue, conceptualisations of the rural
may need to pay further regard to the ambiguities that are not recognised within
references to ‘regions’ and ‘networks’. They therefore see a third form of space,
‘fluidity’, as being a more appropriate way to conceive rurality, where sufficient

consideration can be given to the situational complexities that change over time and

place.

Recognition of such complexities has helped to move debates about the nature of
rurality beyond crude distinctions between the ‘rural’ and the ‘urban’. Approaches
that simply counterpose the two terms appear to have been rejected within
contemporary rural discourse in favour of approaches that pay heed to what Murdoch
and Day refer to as ‘the multiple rural realities which are lived by a whole host of
varied groups and actors, many of whom are situated at some distance from dominant
conceptions of rurality’ (1998: 187). This rather more progressive vision of rurality

has been embraced by a range of leading authors (see, for example, Cloke and



Milbourne, 1992; Philo, 1992; Cloke and Little, 1997; Williams, 1999) who have
adopted similar viewpoints in highlighting both the absence of a clear binary divide
between urban and rural, and the stark differences within and between rural areas
themselves. Consequently, a more informative framework in which to conceptualise

rurality may be to adopt a stance perhaps best summarised by Lawrence (1997: 15):

There is no a priori definition of the rural, but rather a constellation of

made, unmade, and remade constructions of the experience of it.

Conceiving of the rural as a continuum in the manner suggested above, where
recognition is afforded to the variety of places and spaces that lie between the two
polar types of rural and urban and to the influence of prevailing constructions of
rurality, has helped to inform the present study. At one level such a position
recognises the very broad extremes that are commonly used to distinguish the terms
rural and urban: to use the words of Jones (1973: 4): ‘the open remote countryside
generally used for agriculture on the one hand, and the large city, cosmopolitan
complexes on the other’. At the same time, the physical and social inter-relation of
different forms of space over time, together with the inevitable variety within the
interpretations of different rural actors, suggest a need to study not only the particular
characteristics of the rural, but perhaps more pertinently the particular characteristics
that facilitate and perpetuate constructions of the rural. In essence then, an
examination of ways in which rurality is constructed and deployed in certain contexts
is likely to be more informative than the search for an overarching definition of
rurality. As such, the rural case-study areas selected for the purposes of the present
study were chosen not solely on the basis of their geographical and settlement profile
meeting the criteria imposed by the official DEFRA classification of rurality, but also
because of their divergent characteristics in terms of size, economy and demography.
As we shall see in Chapter Three, conducting research in a variety of rural

environments would, it was felt, facilitate a more meaningful understanding of
experiences in different types of rural space and of the influence of the ‘constellation

of constructions’ described by Lawrence (1997: 15) above.



Romanticising rurality

In spite of the growing acceptance, at least within contemporary academic discourse,
of the multiple lived realities of rurality, there still remain certain dominant and
enduring images of the rural. While such images are likely to vary between countries
(Van Dam et al., 2002), many writers have observed a tendency within England to
romanticise rurality by drawing parallels with problem-free ‘idyllic’ environments
(Cloke and Milbourne, 1992; Little and Austin, 1996; Scutt and Bonnett, 1996; Cloke,
1997). Positive associations are seen to surround different aspects of rural lifestyle
and landscape, thereby reinforcing nostalgic representations that refer to the
distinctive, timeless and ultimately desirable qualities of the rural which provide a
welcome escape from the hassles of modern day living. Such a conception is
encapsulated in the oft-used term the ‘rural 1dyll’, which in the words of Cloke and
Milbourne (1992: 359) ‘presents happy, healthy and problem-free images of rural life

safely nestling with both a close social community and a contiguous natural

environment’.

Consequently, the concept of a rural idyll has been described as a hegemonic social
representation of rural space (Halfacree, 1993; Phillips, Fish and Agg, 2001), a key
feature of which is the concept of ‘rural community’. For some (see, for example,
Bauman, 1992; Murdoch and Day, 1998) the increasing globalisation of social life has
led to a postmodern revival of interest in the idea of ‘community’, and despite the
conceptual ambiguities associated with the term, its resonance with romanticised
notions of the rural has long been recognised as an enduring and appealing image. As

Francis and Henderson (1992: 19) suggest:

There is no doubt that community, especially when prefixed by ‘rural’ is a
powerful and emotive concept ... [it] includes notions of reciprocal human
relationships, voluntary effort, interest in local affairs, neighbourliness:
above all, the village is seen as a place where everybody knows and cares

for each other.

Once again, traditional stereotypes of harmony and consensus are central to the notion

of rural community, which is seen to embody certain cultural characteristics such as a



tradition of collective self-help, conservatism and unity (Francis and Henderson,
1992: 22-4). As with simple rural-urban dichotomies, this notion of rural community
has attracted criticism, most notably for perpetuating ambiguous, nostalgic, and
ultimately exclusive, constructions of rurality (Philo, 1992; Murdoch and Day, 1998),
although some (see, for example, Liepins, 2000) have argued for reconceptualisation,
rather than rejection, of the notion so that it embraces the heterogeneity of rural life.
Certainly, if one is to acknowledge the existence of the multiple realities of rurality, a
logical consequence would be to reject the 1dea of a particular rural culture or way of
life, as encapsulated within the arguably outdated notion of a singular rural
community, in favour of an approach which recognises the diversity of rural

communities. This will be discussed more fully shortly.

A further way in which the rural has been ‘romanticised’ over the years has been
through direct comparison between the landscapes of city and countryside. As we
have seen, dominant representations of the rural have tended to draw images of
problem-free environments, but even when problems are acknowledged as existing
within the rural sphere they are almost inevitably regarded as being less pronounced
than in urban areas (Milbourne, 1997: 95). Some have suggested that the glorification
of the rural in England was provoked largely by an anti-urban cultural transformation
during the late nineteenth century resulting from the perceived political and economic
crisis within urban society (Short, 1991; Scutt and Bonnett, 1996); similarly, the work
of Rousseau, Durkheim, Weber and Marxist theorists has been influential in
highlighting the dangers associated with the urbanisation of society such as the
breakdown of social solidarity, the fragmentation of communal beliefs and the
relationship between capitalist development and urban change. This suspicion of the
‘urban’ has remained a recurring theme in much popular and academic discourse.
Murdoch and Marsden (1994) emphasise this point by referring to Raban’s (1974)
influential description of the city as ‘a place of great uncertainty and instability where
individuals may find extreme difficulty in achieving any real sense of security’, and
subsequently arguing that such descriptions of urban life have shaped people’s desires

to seek alternative forms of space (1994: 9).

By way of contrast, the rural has traditionally been presented as a sanctuary from the
harsh realities of the urban world, a place which, as Scutt and Bonnett (1996: 2)

envisage:

10
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. connotes a timeless, stable and enduring sanctuary from the city,
detached from contemporary culture and firmly anchored in a mystical, if

not mythical, vision of the past’.

The ‘vision’ referred to in the preceding quotation again conjures up romanticised
notions of rurality which serve simply to support stereotypes of rural life. Moreover,
these are notions that perpetuate dualistic images about the two polarities of space, as
discussed earlier, where the rural is seen to embrace a very different, and wholly
preferable, set of values to the urban such as honesty, kinship, solidarity and
paternalism (Little and Austin, 1996: 102). Within such a context the rural way of life
can be a fundamentally attractive concept, particularly to upwardly mobile urban
escapees whose means, lifestyles and opportunities are likely to enable them to ‘live

the dream’ of a trouble-free rural existence (Stenson and Watt, 1999: 83).

A vivid illustration of this process can be found in television and radio broadcasting,
where the romanticisation of rurality has long been a feature of programmes
transmitted through the popular media in the UK. Bunce (1994), for example, has
pointed to the ‘nostalgic veneer’ surrounding long-running shows such as The Archers
and All Creatures Great and Small that depict a seemingly happier way of life and a
greater sense of harmony (1994: 50-55), while Fish (2000) cites the work of Jones
(1995) to explain the attraction of prime-time entertainment such as Yorkshire

Television’s adaptation of H.E. Bates’ series of books The Darling Buds of May:

The opening scene shows the taxman from London, the apotheosis of drab

modernity come to call on the anarchic voluptuous Larkin Family, and
what follows is his gradual seduction by the rural idyll into which he is
slowly drawn, never to return to his office. The phenomenal success of this
series will ensure that these particular visions of the rural — romantic
freedom set in a picturesque village England — will be attractive to future

programme designers.

(Jones, 1995: 39 quoted in Fish, 2000: 17)

11



Such programmes clearly play a major role in disseminating the idea of a rural idyll to
all sections of the general public; in addition, by perpetuating idyllic constructions of
the countryside, programmers may well be positioning the rural experience as the
antithesis of the urban experience (Fish, 2000: 19), thereby reinforcing dualistic
images of the two forms of space. Consequently, public perceptions of rurality will
inevitably be affected by the romanticised, not to say exclusionary, messages
communicated through the popular media, to the extent where even the introduction
of a non-white character into the fictional world of The Archers has been seen as a

topic for debate and conjecture (Lawson, 2001).

Anglicising rurality

A further dominant feature within popular constructions of rurality, certainly in this
country, has been the extent to which the rural i1s seen to capture the very essence of
Englishness, as is illustrated in the quotation below taken from Williamson’s pre-

World War Two text on national identity.

So those aspects of the Good, the True, and the Beautiful that we, as

Englishmen, are best able to see and those ideas we are best able to make

our own and to which we can contribute, are those which have come to
fruition in the English countryside and from the minds and characters of

the best of our ancestors who lived in that countryside.

(Williamson, 1939:; 63)

Despite the widespread industrialisation and urbanisation that has affected the
majority of the English population during the past century, the rural has nonetheless
maintained a long-standing strong association with English national identity. When
conceived in such a way, the rhetoric of rurality has the capacity to evoke powerful
feelings of patriotism and nationalism characterised, for instance, by images of
‘England’s green and pleasant land’ (Milbourne, 1997: 95) which serve to further

reinforce dominant stereotypes. By drawing parallels between rural and national

12



identity, constructions of the rural have sought to highlight the ‘timeless’ and
‘quintessential’ national virtues that constitute a priceless part of the nation’s heritage
(Sibley, 1997; Murdoch and Pratt, 1997). Such constructions have prevailed despite
the growing recognition afforded to multiple conceptions of identity which cast doubt
upon the relevance, and indeed the validity, of singular notions of nationalism. The
seemingly cosy relationship between rurality and national identity is vividly
illustrated in the following observation made by William Whitelaw, the former Home
Secretary and Deputy Prime Minister during the Thatcher administration, when
recounting his feelings on returning to his country home following a tour of the inner-

city areas affected by the disorders of 1981°.

When I got there I found my wife doing her best, as always, to appear
encouraging and helpful at stressful moments. But I remember sitting out
after supper on a beautiful hot summer evening, looking at the fields and
trees of Burnham Beeches. It was a perfect, peaceful English scene. Was it
really in the same vicinity as parts of London a few miles away which at

that moment were full of troubles? Surely, I thought, this peaceful
countryside represents more accurately the character and mood of the vast

majority of the British people.

(Whitelaw, 1989: 249 quoted in Rowe, 1998: 177)

As Rowe asserts, Whitelaw’s comments exemplify the oft-drawn associations
between Englishness and the countryside, the basis for which stems from the alleged
divergence in character between different forms of landscape. Similarly, the
comments referred to at the start of this chapter from former Prime Minister John
Major, who chose to interpret Orwell’s (1941) portrayal of Englishness in a rather
different manner from which it was originally intended to describe his own vision of
England, provide an even starker illustration of how notions of Englishness can be

seen to correlate directly with mono-cultural, retrospective yet apparently comforting

> The outbreak of unrest within parts of urban Britain during the early 1980s, characterised by the

1981 ‘disorders’ of Brixton, Toxteth and Moss Side, was symptomatic of the breakdown in the
relationship between the police and minority ethnic communities, and resulted in the establishment

of an immediate inquiry and subsequent publication of the Scarman Report into the causes of the
disorder.
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images of rurality, while less nostalgic multi-dimensional and multi-cultural images
are ignored. Rather tellingly, the one-dimensional description conveyed by Major did
receive strong criticism from fellow Conservative party MP of the time Winston
Churchill, grandson of the former Prime Minister of the same name, who felt that the
failure to acknowledge the diverse make-up of present-day England was in fact
illustrative of the government’s perceived failure to deal with growing numbers of

immigrants, rather than any other oversight:

Mr Major seeks to reassure us with the old refrain ‘There’ll always be an
England!’ He promises us that, 50 years on from now, spinsters will still be
cycling to church on Sunday morning. More like the Muezzin will be
calling Allah’s faithful to the high street mosque.

(Churchill, 1993 cited in Rich, 1998: 105)

It is worth noting the extent to which the perceived ‘Englishness’ of the rural
landscape has been used to champion the causes of various interest groups. For
instance, through their analysis of various examples of contemporary popular
literature, Scutt and Bonnett (1996: 25) suggest that the countryside remains the
dominant image of England, and argue that this image i1s constructed through a set of
myths that fuel essentially middle-class and white aspirations; indeed, such a
contention is difficult to refute when viewed in light of the following rather audacious
editorial opinion of Country Life, itself one of the texts included in Scutt and
Bonnett’s study: ‘From the beginning Country Life has embodied a way of life that
many people believe to be the most civilised in the world’ (cited in Murdoch and Day,
1998: 191). Consequently, authors such as Sibley (1997) and Murdoch and Day
(1998) have justifiably placed great emphasis upon the important symbolic role
played by the English countryside in representing the hopes, values and prejudices of

dominant social groups.

Political groups and institutions have certainly made use of popular anglicised notions
of rurality to support their own arguments. Such notions have potentially broad appeal
to all sides of the political spectrum: Robinson (1992), for example, observes that

while those associated with the political Right can draw comfort from the rural
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imagery of ‘the country house, the church and traditional hierarchical rural society
based on the squire, parson and a deferential labour force’, those on the Left can
eulogise over visions of ‘rural folk society, the village community, rural crafts and the
worthiness of farm labour’ (1992: 13); indeed, in the tradition of William Morris’s
writings on rural arts and crafts during the late 19™ century, the rural scene has
historically been a source of inspiration to intellects, artists and poets with leftist
inclinations in their attempts to re-create an idyllic peasantry (Jones, 1973: 2).
However, it is the political Right, and most commonly the Conservative party, that is
seen to have the strongest associations with anglicised notions of rurality, as
exemplified by the aforequoted comments of former leading Conservative politicians.
Certainly it would seem that the peculiarly ‘English’ traits of the countryside
enshrined within popular constructions of the rural fit broadly with a Conservative
ideology that promotes the importance of maintaining the traditions of rural
communities, and this has helped to perpetuate arguably mythical stereotypes about

the nature of rurality (Francis and Henderson, 1992: 22).

Indeed, the potential of the rural to be utilised as a political pawn has not gone
unnoticed by parties further to the right of the political spectrum. During the early
1990s prominent members of British far-right groups advocated the establishment of
an autonomous white-only ‘homeland’ in rural parts of the country that would act as a
stronghold for white supremacists throughout the land. This idea was perhaps best

articulated by John Cato, himself a leading supremacist who had moved from London

to a Lincolnshire village, writing in an irregular newsletter Lebensraum:

Home, gone from the scum and slime that is the nigger saturated London,
its outreaches and Britain's other major towns and cities. We do not need

to concern ourselves with Blacks, Jews and communists. Or anything that
they may fancy and do. Leave them to it. We are supposed to be Aryans, we
should begin living as Aryans. As free spirits and men. Then we can

reclaim our nation.

(Cato, 1994 quoted in Lowles, 2001: 150)
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While the creation of a rural ‘homeland’ never took shape in the manner envisaged by
Cato and his followers, the rural arena has nonetheless maintained its sense of

popularity amongst supporters of the far-right’, as illustrated in the following extract

from the British National Party website:

You can’t help but notice the presence of new housing development all over
the British countryside, destroying the character and in most cases the
sense of community in the areas affected ... But has anyone stopped to
consider where all these people who are moving into these developments
come from, who they are and why they are there? ... [They are] people who
see rural Britain as a refuge — a place to make a fresh start, away from the

sordid, squalid towns and cities of Blair’s new Babylon.

(British National Party, 2002)

An example of how political and other interest groups have latched onto the
‘Englishness’ of rural areas in the relatively recent past can be seen in the pro-
countryside demonstrations of 2002, which culminated in the ‘Liberty and
Livelihood’ march held in London on 22 September of that year. Growing
disenchantment with the alleged marginalisation of countryside issues from
government policy is said to have led as many as 400,000 marchers to protest on the
streets of London about a variety of causes of concern to rural inhabitants (Brockes,
2002). However, a particularly interesting feature of that march was the way in which
dominant representations of rurality — those which commonly demonise the urban by
romanticising or anglicising the rural — were somehow capable of transcending, and
indeed uniting, the many and varied causes that had led to th‘e march. Several
commentators (Alibhai-Brown, 2002; Brockes, 2002) have pointed to the limited
political, social and ethnic diversity of the marchers as an indicator of the
exclusionary nature of rural life in this country, which reinforces the view that rurality

is constructed to serve and maintain the interests of dominant groups. While these

3 The British National Party fielded a record 655 candidates at the May 2007 local elections, more
than double the number who stood at the previous elections, following a campaign which

specifically targeted rural areas containing large numbers of Eastern European in-migrants
(Doward and Wander, 2007).
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interests per se may in many instances be perfectly legitimate, the exclusion of those

with other perhaps more neglected interests is not, as shall be discussed shortly.

The plurality of rurality

Growing awareness of the social and spatial complexities of rural life has helped to
cast doubt upon the relevance of traditional representations of the rural. Instead,
attention has increasingly been focused on the extent to which such representations
have been used as exclusionary devices to decide who does and does not belong in the
English countryside (Cloke and Little, 1997). This is perhaps best articulated in
Philo’s (1992) description of the ‘othering’ process, where he sees the unwarranted
focus upon the interests of powerful rural groups as resulting in the active exclusion
of many different social groups from what he refers to as the zone of ‘Sameness’, a
zone where mainstream values such as Englishness, whiteness, heterosexuality and
middle-class occupancy are to be upheld. For Philo and other postmodernist writers
who have explored the possibility of a more diverse rurality (see, for example, Sibley,
1997; Murdoch and Pratt, 1997; Cloke and Little, 1997), certain groups are ostracised
from mainstream society on account of a variety of ‘undesirable’ social characteristics
alien to conventional rural society. Consequently, the interests of rural ‘others’ run the
grave risk of being marginalised within the apparent rural hegemonic condition (or
what Scutt and Bonnett (1996: 8) neatly refer to as the ‘cultural reservoir’) that is

central to idyllic, romanticised and anglicised constructions of the countryside.

Recent studies have sought to highlight the experiences of a range of ‘other’ rural
voices. A large proportion have examined the concepts of poverty and class as
definitive features in rural imagery used to disproportionately benefit the middle-class

at the expense and exclusion of the working classes. As Cloke observes (1997: 267):

In rural England, the overriding cultural logo is one of problem-freedom.
Poverty is ‘othered’ within dominant social and cultural constructs of
rurality and rural life. The othering of poverty acts as a cloak, which keeps

material evidences and experiences well hidden ... To some extent ‘poor’

rural people will go along with the othering process, perhaps reflexively
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seeking to place themselves in whatever way possible as belonging to a

hegemonic idyll-ised rurality.

/

The relative invisibility of the poor within favoured representations of the rural is
clearly a prime example of ‘othering’ in the rural arena. Moreover, the ‘othering’ of
the poor continues even as rural communities become increasingly transient. The
portrayal of rural locations as typically affluent, middle-class areas of residence is
seen as attractive both by established rural dwellers who seek to maintain this
dominant ideology, and by new residents, themselves overwhelmingly middle class,
who are seeking a particularly form of communal life which they believe exists in
rural England; hence, the argument runs, once middle class incomers have begun to
establish themselves in their new environments, they are sufficiently privileged to
utilise political and cultural resources in actively moulding the shape of rural policy to
perpetuate the dominant representations of rurality, thereby bolstering the
exclusionary process (Murdoch and Day, 1998; Scutt and Bonnett, 1996).
Consequently, while the role of the affluent and the mobile is assured within these
dominant representations, others may find it necessary to subscribe to these
representations in preference to further exposing their own marginalisation (Cloke,
1997: 261). This is ever more likely when one takes account of the multiple
disadvantages that may be faced by marginalised rural groups who, it has been

suggested, are rarely accepted by the majority population, are unlikely to possess the
resources to attend meetings and are often ill-disposed to organise themselves

collectively (Francis and Henderson, 1992: 33).

While many recent studies of rural life have used class as the central focus of their
enquiry, several authors (for example, Agg and Phillips, 1998; Phillips et al., 2001)
have noted the influence of alternative characteristics on constructions of rurality.
Gender relations, and in particular the exclusion of women from dominant rural
discourse, is an area that is said to be indicative of the inequity of power relations in
rural society. It has been argued that traditional notions of rurality are based upon
particular interpretations of masculinity and femininity that trivialise the actual
activities of women except where they are seen to relate to the provisioning and
sustenance of the male-headed household (Little and Austin, 1996: 103). Similarly,

Francis and Henderson (1992: 25), draw attention to the difficulties confronting
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women in the rural, where they see women as being ‘in a subordinate position to men,
with little room given for self-expression, exercise of power or even equality of
decision-making within the household’. Such authors, therefore, find it difficult to
escape the conclusion that idyllic representations of the rural are instrumental in
shaping patriarchal gender relations which operate to the detriment of women in the
rural arena. Similar suggestions have also been made with reference to the social
positioning of gay identities in the rural, where the ‘othering’ of gay communities has

been seen as integral to the maintenance of traditional rural values (Kirkey and

Forsyth, 2001).

As shall be explored more fully in the following chapters, a further recipient of the
rural ‘othering’ process is the minority ethnic rural inhabitant. Dominant
representations of the rural have been used to portray the English countryside as a
predominantly ‘white landscape’ (see, for example Agyeman and Spooner, 1997;
Chakraborti and Garland, 2003a) and the exclusion of minority ethnic groups from
dominant rural imagery has arguably been intrinsic to the survival of the countryside
as the visual foundation of Englishness (Scutt and Bonnett, 1996: 12). Indeed, where
recognition is afforded to the existence of non-white groups in the countryside, this is
portrayed in an almost inevitably negative light, as exemplified by the widely reported
outrage amongst rural community groups surrounding government plans to build
asylum seeker accommodation centres in rural areas (Travis, 2002). Not surprisingly
then, the concerns of minority ethnic communities rarely feature in discussions of the

rural, just as is the case with those of other social classes, other genders and other
sexualities, thus allowing simplistic, singular and largely outdated constructions of

rurality to prevail.

Consequently, a logical position to adopt when attenﬁpting to create a more complete
understanding of the rural would be to acknowledge the pluralistic nature of rurality,
and accordingly the present study has been designed to recognise this plurality by
examining a divergent range of case study sites and the marg{nalisation of diversity
within prevailing constructions of rural space. Dominant discourses have served to
render particular features of rurality as invisible, to the extent where it is hard to
disagree with Philo’s (1992: 200) description of the average rural dweller as ‘white
and probably English, straight and somehow without sexuality, able in body and

sound in mind, and devoid of any other quirks of (say) religious or political

19



affiliation’. Therefore, there remains a pressing need for research to fill the gaps of
traditional academic enquiry by revealing the hidden voices of the rural, and thereby
affording recognition to the plural geographies that have begun to displace singular
notions of space (Keith and Pile, 1993: 32). By moving away from broad
interpretations of the nature of rurality, which in themselves promote assumptions,
singularity and conjecture, studies should instead be devoted to exploring specific
features of the construction of rurality and giving expression to the diversity of rural
space. In so doing, studies such as the present piece of research can help to develop a
broader appreciation of the plurality of rurality which captures the views of

traditionally ‘invisible’ rural groups.
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Chapter Two

Understanding Racist Victimisation

As has been argued in the previous chapter, the rural landscape is an environment in
which minority groups can be ostracised as a result of the predominant norms of
‘sameness’ that commonly define who ‘belongs’ to conventional rural society.
Whereas popular constructions of the rural tend to portray an idyllic, romanticised
imagery of country life, the situation may be altogether different for those ‘outsiders’
with more diverse characteristics that set them apart from Philo’s depiction of the
average rural dweller as described earlier. As shall be discussed during the course of
this thesis, the process of exclusion that often serves to isolate minorities from their
rural communities can itself lead to different forms of direct and indirect
victimisation; at the same time though, this process of victimisation is seldom
recognised or acknowledged as such by rural communities or by rural agencies and

policy-makers.

The reasons for this widespread neglect shall be explored later in the thesis. However
before moving on to examine the particular features of rural racism and how these
impact upon rural minority ethnic households, this chapter seeks to develop a broader
understanding of victimisation, and specifically the problem of racist victimisation.
By assessing the scope and increasingly wide-ranging dimensions of this problem, as
well as the provisions that have been put in place to address the problem and their
limitations, the chapter will draw attention to the realities and complexities that can be
applied to studies that aim to establish a more informed understanding of
victimisation in a rural context. As we shall see, the processes and patterns of
victimisation discussed within this chapter have implications for our conceptual
understanding of racism in both urban and rural settings, and as such the experience of
victimisation per se is not significantly different in the rural than it is in the urban:
rather, and as shall be evidenced more explicitly as the thesis develops, the
distinctiveness of rural racism relates to the impact of this experience upon isolated
households and the way in which the issues explored within this chapter have
mistakenly bcen conceived as being relevant only to more ethnically diverse urban

environments, thereby leaving the rural context relatively unexplored as a site of racist
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victimisation. Consequently, in order to fully comprehend the significance of rural
racism as experienced by minority ethnic households in the present study, it is
important to first consider the contours and complexities of racist victimisation more
broadly so that this can inform the research design alongside our conceptualisation of

the rural as discussed in the previous chapter.

The rise to prominence of ‘the victim’

Having spent years on the fringes of criminological and sociological debate, the
concerns of victims of crime now form a central feature of academic and political
discourse (Zedner, 2002; Goodey, 2005; Spalek, 2006). From being the forgotten
actor in the criminal justice process as a result of the traditional offence- and offender-
centred nature of the British system (Newburn, 2003), the victim has emerged as a
focal point in attempts to establish the legitimacy of various aspects of crime
legislation, policy and practice, most recently exemplified through both national and
international recognition of the rights of victims and the rise in popularity of
restorative justice. Although early studies of victimology were typified by a tendency
to attach some degree of blame or responsibility to victims of crime through their
reliance on notions of victim-precipitation and victim-proneness (see, for example,
Von Hentig, 1948 and Wolfgang, 1958; for a fuller discussion see Walklate, 1989;
Rock, 2002; Zedner, 2002), recent decades have seen the emergence of a more critical

stance which has examined in greater depth the wider social and cultural context of

victimisation.

One of the leading factors behind attempts to abandon academia’s preoccupation with
offender-oriented studies was the development of victimisation surveys. Following
the lead of studies conducted during the 1960s in the US, the late 1970s and 1980s
witnessed the advent of victim surveys In the UK designed to reveal hitherto
overlooked features of victimisation, or as Hough and Mayhew (1983: 1) put it in the
first British Crime Survey: ‘factors predisposing people to victimisation; the impact of
crime on victims; fear of crime; victims’ experiences of the police; other contacts with
the police; and self-reported offending’. As a way of uncovering the so-called ‘dark
figure’ of crime and overcoming difficulties associated with official statistics, national

Home Office funded British Crime Surveys, together with more localised smaller-
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scale victim surveys, have helped to establish a more victim-oriented crime agenda

that has made significant inroads into identifying the needs of different types of victim
(Zedner, 2002).

The needs of victims have also received increased levels of attention in recent decades

as a result of their pivotal role in cross-party politics and political manifestos. Ever
since victims of crime were explicitly prioritised by the Conservative ‘law and order’
response to rising crime rates and alleged ‘soft’, ‘permissive’ approaches to criminal
justice during the 1970s, successive governments have taken up the cause of ‘the
victim’ by calling for tougher penalties for offenders, with the present Labour
administration showing itself to be just as inclined as previous establishments at
maximising the political currency of victims through punitive rhetoric and soundbites.
As Goodey (2005: 16) asserts, ‘victims and potential victims, as the voting public, are
the audience that Labour seeks to satisfy with its crime policies’, and this desire to
develop a more victim-centric appeal has unquestionably been a major factor behind
the growth in initiatives undertaken on behalf of victims of crime (see Newburn,
2003: 224-256, inter alia, for an overview of contemporary developments). Whether
the shift in political focus has actually led to the development of coherent
governmental policy oﬁ crime victims, as opposed to merely being used as a ‘vote-
winning’ tactic and to divert public gaze from other criminal justice policies or trends
in crime, is a matter of some conjecture (Newburn, 2003: 226), but nonetheless the
status (if not necessarily the specific needs) of the victim has received increased

recognition as a result of this political prioritisation.

The victimisation of minority ethnic communities, as with other groups of victims, is
a subject that had received little attention until the relatively recent past; indeed, the
issue of whether people from specific ethnic backgrounds were more or less likely
than white people to be involved in crime as offenders has traditionally been a greater
source of popular and academic debate (Phillips and Bowling, 2002: 582). However,
recognition of the rights of the diverse communities present in contemporary
multicultural societies has raised questions over the extent to which difference is
accepted or rejected within mainstream discourse (Parekh, 2000: 9), and has
highlighted the importance of developing a more informed understanding of
victimisation based on ethnic difference. Such an understanding is all the more

important in view of the high-profile racist crimes, controversies over the policing of
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minority ethnic groups and rising tensions between different communities in parts of
the country that have served to bring the problem of racism in British society into the
media spotlight during recent decades. While these problems have been more evident
within the more diverse, urbanised environments of the UK, their relevance to the

rural context should not be dismissed simply on the basis of the comparatively low

numbers of minority ethnic households based in rural towns and villages: as we shall
see, rural areas too are becoming increasingly diverse and increasingly susceptible to
the kinds of problems associated with urban racism. As such, understanding the
dimensions of racist victimisation and the way in which ethnic minorities are affected
by, and protected from, this victimisation has salience for studies of rural racism, and

the chapter now turns to consider these issues.

Ascertaining the scope of racist victimisation

Attempts to define the scope of racist victimisation have been refined over the years,

largely on account of changing interpretations of what this form of victimisation
entails. The constantly evolving body of research on the topic has helped to widen our
understanding by drawing attention to the many and varied factors that can give rise

to racist victimisation. For instance, research has identified the impact of factors such
as ‘cultural racism’ which Hesse (1993: 14) suggests has arisen as a result of growing
concerns over the so-called ‘contamination’ of British identity; factors such as the
‘economic scapegoating’ which according to authors such as Sibbitt (1997) occurs
when minority ethnic communities are targeted on the basis of their perceived
preferential treatment or access to resources; and factors such as the unacknowledged
shame and its transformation into fury which for Ray, Smith and Wastell (2003) can
give rise to racist violence. In the context of the resentment of rural ‘otherness’
described in Chapter One, these factors are all likely to influence relationships
between majority and minority ethnic rural households, and an awareness of such
features of contemporary society is crucial in shaping an appreciation of the many and
varied forms racist victimisation can take. Bowling (1999: 182-3) for example, refers
to his discussions with caretakers at local authority housing estates to illustrate how
some white people, rather than choosing to embrace diversity, can see themselves as
‘victims’ of the different cultural practices of minority ethnic groups, with the

implications that these groups should either be segregated or else excluded if they are
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unwilling to adopt mainstream cultural practices. Certainly, a broader understanding
of different racisms is particularly pertinent in the present political and social context
where ongoing debates over asylum and immigration policy, the merits of European
Integration and the erosion of ‘British’ identity continue to bear a dangerously

nationalistic, and exclusively monocultural, resonance (Kundnani, 2007; Renton,
2003; Evans, 1996, Lunn, 1996).

A broad definition of what comprises a racist incident has been provided by
Recommendation 12 of the Macpherson Report and has subsequently been adopted by
the police and other criminal justice agencies. According to this definition, a racist
incident ‘is any incident which is perceived to be racist by the victim or any other
person’ (Macpherson, 1999). This definition acts as a refinement to that previously
used by the police by giving primacy to the interpretation of the victim, as opposed to
the judgement of the recording or investigating officer as was the case with the earlier
definition* (Clancy, Hough, Aust and Kershaw, 2001). Racism itself is also defined in
fairly broad terms in the Macpherson report as consisting of ‘conduct or words or
practices which disadvantage people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin.’
The relatively wide-ranging scope of such definitions is illustrated by the substantial
number of racist incidents recorded each year by the police, which had grown to as
high as 23,049 in 1999 as compared to 4,383 in 1985 from when such figures were
first collected (Phillips and Bowling, 2002: 583). By 2005 the number of police-
recorded racist incidents had risen significantly to 57,902, a rise of 7% from the
previous year (Home Office, 2006). Whilst it cannot be said with any certainty which
of a number of factors, such as a direct increase in racist crime, improved reporting
and recording practices or the changes in definition of a racist incident following the
Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, is more or less responsible for the overall growth in the
number of recorded racist incidents, it is well documented that official statistics
provide only partial insights into the extent and nature of racist crime. As such,
alternative sources of information have been valuable in helping to establish a clearer

picture of racist victimisation.

Prior to the Macpherson report, the police had relied on the following definition since 1985: ‘A
racial incident is any incident in which it appears to the reporting or investigating officer that the
complaint involves an element of racial motivation, or any incident which includes an allegation of
racial motivation made by any person’.
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Successive sweeps of the British Crime Survey have facilitated a more detailed
examination of the different dimensions of racist victimisation. The most recent
estimates have suggested that the actual number of racially motivated incidents taking
place in 2005 was approximately 179,000 (Home Office, 2006), a figure which puts
the substantially lower number of racist incidents recorded by the police in that year
(57,902, as noted above) in stark context. In this regard the British Crime Survey has
been a useful tool not only in charting a more accurate picture of people’s experiences
and fear of racism, but also in helping to explain the relationship between racist
harassment and other forms of victimisation; indeed, Fitzgerald and Hale (1996: 54)
found that while only a relatively small proportion of offences against minority ethnic
groups are instigated solely on the basis of ethnicity, a substantial number of such
offences are likely to have an additional racist element attached to them. Moreover,
not only are the most disadvantaged members of visible minority ethnic groups, at
least in socio-economic terms, more likely than white people to be the victims of
personal offences (ibid: 53; Zedner, 2002: 422), but ethnic minorities have also been
found to be at greater risk of personal crime and to have a far greater overall fear of

crime than white people (Salisbury and Upson, 2004).

Appreciating the wider dimensions of racist victimisation

Findings such as those discussed above have gone some way towards highlighting the
seriousness of racist crime and have illustrated some of the grave difficulties facing
minority ethnic groups. However, despite the growing body of research on issues of
racism and victimisation, much of this work has arguably failed to account for the
particularities of the individual experience (Chakraborti, Garland and Spalek, 2004;
Spalek, 2002; Gilroy, 1990). Instead, there has been a tendency to bracket together
ethnic minorities as one seemingly homogeneous group for whom racism is a
problem, thereby dismissing, or at best underplaying, the differences in experience
and perception between the persons grouped together within such a framework, or for
that matter persons typically excluded from such a framework. This can be the case
even where attempts have been made to analyse victimisation by ethnicity, since the
difficulty remains that the influence of various other factors, be they socio-
demographic, religious or geographic, may not be sufficiently appreciated. As

Bowling suggests (1999: 199), research has highlighted the many different
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experiences of racism among various groups to the extent where it becomes

impossible to speak of typical events, behaviours or experiences as such.

Consequently, attempts to quantify the scope of racist victimisation must be wary of
assuming that the patterns and trends identified by a particular study are collectively
applicable to all who fall under the umbrella of minority ethnic group ‘membership’,
without acknowledging the differences in individual experiences. Gunaratnam (2003:
28-29) notes below how the research process itself can sometimes merely reproduce
dominant conceptions of ‘race’ and ethnicity as a result of the common tendency to

‘essentialise’ the experiences and practices of individuals and groups into neat

categories.

A glance through journal articles concerned explicitly with ‘race’ and
ethnicity — nearly always in relation to groups racialised as ‘ethnic
minorities’ — provides numerous examples. There are articles that claim
knowledge about ‘the perceptions of Pakistani and Bangladeshi people’, or
‘the needs of the Chinese community’, or ‘the African experience’ where
the narratives/experiences of some individuals are used to represent all of

those in the raciallethnic category, erasing differences within the

categories.

Indeed, the postmodern feminist stance advocated by Walklate (2001) and Spalek
(2002) may be particularly pertinent in this regard, which pays heed to the similarities
that may exist between the victimisation of different groups whilst simultaneously
acknowledging the specificity and diversity of people’s experiences. Support for such
a viewpoint has also come from authors such as Rowe (1998) and Solomos (1993)
who have encouraged consideration of both the “particularisms’ of different contexts
and the role of more general racialised discourse as a way of understanding racism.
Certainly, an over-reliance upon fixed and undifferentiated ethnic or racial categories
is likely to conceal ethnicities based upon national, regional, class or other identities
(Bowling and Phillips, 2002: 33). This is especially pertinent when conceiving of
racism in a rural context where sizable communities of shared ethnicity are unlikely to

exist, and consequently particular attention must be directed towards analysing the
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similarities in minority ethnic experiences of rural racism as well as the differences

that accrue from ethnic, religious, class or regional distinctions.

Establishing the scope of racist victimisation is further complicated by the changing
social and political context that shapes interactions between different communities in

contemporary society. Interpretations of what can and should be classified as racist

behaviour will inevitably broaden as our understanding develops of the ways in which
different communities are affected by certain forms of behaviour, a vivid illustration
of which has been evident within British society during recent years in the shape of
religious intolerance. Whilst Britain has a long history of conflict between different
religions, the specific issue of religiously motivated hatred, and more recently
Islamophobia, has become a major concern for the study of race relations (Sharp,
2002: 80), which has intensified all the more following the fall-out from the terrorist
attacks of September 11 2001 in the US and July 7 2005 in the UK. While crimes
committed on the basis of religious intolerance may commonly be regarded as
synonymous with racist offending, research has drawn attention to the profound
offence that results from crime targeted at religious practice and belief (McGhee,
2005; Sharp, 2002) and to the ability of its victims to establish clear differences
between racial and religious discrimination (Weller, Feldman and Purdham, 2001).
This was highlighted all too plainly several years ago in the case of a deceased
Muslim woman whose body was found desecrated in a hospital mortuary through the

deliberate placing of bacon rashers on her corpse, an act undoubtedly provoked
through religious intolerance and yet one which the police did not immediately

acknowledge as criminal (Dodd, 2003).

Examples such as these indicate the particular difficulties that confront Muslim
communities who, blighted already by high levels of economic deprivation and

intrusive anti-terrorist legislation (Bunting, 2004), have seen their presence and
identity repeatedly challenged as a result of public misapprehension,
misunderstanding, and misrepresentation. The extent to which the furore surrounding
high-profile acts of Islamic terrorism has intensified these problems for British
Muslims has been highlighted by McGhee (2005: 102), who observes that there was a
four-fold increase in t<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>