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Abstract

THE RACIALISATION OF DISORDER
IN TWENTIETH CENTURY BRITAIN

by Michael Rowe

A key feature of this thesis is the exploration of ways in which ideas about
‘race’, disorder, and national identity have been used to rationalise and
explain a range of incidents of urban unrest in Twentieth Century Britain.
Four case studies are examined in order to provide interesting insight into
the politics of disorder during this period. The case studies have been
conducted using a variety of methods, including analysis of official
documents, interviews, a review of secondary sources, and an examination
of newspaper coverage of the events. Reactions to incidents of urban unrest
which occurred in Liverpool in 1919, in London during the mid-1930s, in
Nottingham and Notting Hill in 1958-59, and at Broadwater Farm in 1985
are analysed, and it is shown that the racialisation of unrest evident in the
1980s had considerable precedent. It is argued in this thesis that the
process of racialisation evident in each case study provided a simplistic
understanding of the disorders which referred to the supposed ‘racial’
attributes of those who participated. In this way competing explanations of
unrest were marginalised and conservative perspectives of riotous
behaviour, which emphasise the importance of the personal characteristics
of those involved, were paramount in public debate.

Two dominant themes can be identified in political and media debates which
followed various incidents of urban unrest in Britain during the 1980s.
Events in St. Pauls, Bristol, in April 1980, in Toxteth, Liverpool in July
1981, and in the Handsworth district of Birmingham in October 1985, were
amongst those which were frequently held to represent a new and troubling
development in British cities. In the report which followed his Inquiry into
the disturbances in Brixton in April 1981, Lord Scarman recorded the
‘horror and incredulity’ with which the British public watched violent scenes
unfold on television news reports (Scarman, 1981: 1.2). Accompanying the



view that urban unrest was anathema in British society was the frequent
suggestion that the events in many cities in the early and mid-1980s were
essentially ‘race riots’, clashes between black people and the police. Many of
the arguments which explained the disturbances in terms of the ‘race’ of
those involved are critically discussed in this study.

The thesis develops a theoretical framework based upon the concept of
racialisation. It is argued that a full understanding of racialised discourse
must pay attention to both the particular local circumstances in which they
appear, and well-established themes which have unfolded over time. An
important aspect of the study is the examination of other discourses with
which racialised ideas have co—-joined, reflecting the way in which notions of
‘race’ are socially constructed. The final part of the thesis returns to debates
of the 1980s and argues that the racialisation of unrest in that decade was
closely inter-twined with conservative perspectives which sought to deny
socio—economic causes in favour of explanations based upon the supposed
cultural or personal proclivities of those involved.
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Introduction:
Law, Disorder and the Nation

Many commentators and politicians reacted to the urban riots of the early
and mid-1980s as though such events were unprecedented in British
history. The Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Kenneth
Newman, reportedly remarked that the Tottenham disorders of 1985 were
‘alien to our streets’ (Benyon and Solomos, 1987: 8), a turn of phrase
which might be considered as either especially unfortunate or particularly
revealing when one considers that the popular press portrayed the
disorders as clashes between black youths and the police. The Sun
newspaper (6 July 1981) was not untypical of the general press reaction
when it exclaimed ‘To think this is England’. Politicians of all parties,
police officers of various ranks and clergymen from many denominations
often expressed the view that what had occurred was an aberration from
the law-abiding and peaceful normality of the English nation (Pearson,
1983; Benyon, 1984). The Daily Express said:

People are bound to ask what is happening to our country ... Having
been one of the most law-abiding countries in the world — a byword for

stability, order, and decency — are we changing into something else?1

Such incidents gave some backbench MPs and tabloid leader-writers an
opportunity for remarks which distanced their constituents or readers
from any culpability for the events, by portraying them as ‘outside of
decent society’, and so reassuring them that they were unusual and
irrational, and thus inexplicable and without reason. Such reactions also
served to present the disorders as marginal and ‘alien’ rather than
something which has occurred, albeit periodically, throughout British
history, sometimes in order to gain the very democratic rights which are
held to be threatened by urban unrest (see Morton, 1938; Thompson,
1968; Benyon, 1993). For example, in the nineteenth century, violent
unrest sometimes accompanied the Chartists’ campaign for the basic
democratic right of voting (Pearson, 1983, chapter 7). When Margaret
Thatcher famously remarked that ‘the British character has done so much
for democracy, for law, and done so much throughout the world’,2 she
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overlooked the fact that many of the democratic achievements she claimed
to value so highly were won in spite of, rather than because of, the law of
the day.

Whatever the factual inaccuracies of this conception of English history and
national identity it was commonly cited in the aftermath of many disorders
in the 1980s, as discussed in more detail in Chapter Five. It is shown in
the conclusion that this assertion was inextricably linked to the
racialisation of the unrest, which is a key consideration in this study. A
central argument of this thesis is that the widespread denial of the social,
economic and political causes of the disorders of the 1980s — a denial
central to the conservative response to unrest (see Benyon, 1984) —
involved the inculpation of the black community in Britain. The fact that
substantial numbers of white people were involved in the disorders is in
itself sufficient to discredit such explanations. Another problem with this
prevailing construction of the disorders by the media and senior politicians
is that it relies upon unsustainable assumptions about ‘race’ and reifies a
social construct into a ‘real fact’. This analytic point is further developed in
the literature review in Chapter One, and forms an important aspect of the
thesis as a whole. Five related themes are identified in the analysis of the
disorders considered in this thesis, and together they represent the
contribution that this study makes to wider debates about disorder in
twentieth-century Britain. The first of these themes is that the
racialisation of unrest, identified in several contexts in this thesis, is
closely linked to attempts to explain public disorder in terms of the
personal characteristics of participants, and thus denies, or at least
minimises, their socio-economic roots.

. Another contribution of this work is to uncover something of the historical
precedents for the process of racialisation evident in the 1980s. Whilst the
events at Broadwater Farm in north London in October 1985 are described
and analysed in Chapter Five, the other three case studies which are
examined took place in earlier periods. The events in Liverpool in 1919,
London and elsewhere in the mid-1930s, and Nottingham and Notting Hill
in 1958-59, are described in some detail and the reactions to them are
analysed in chapters two, three, and four of this thesis. A study of each of
these instances of disorder indicates that explanations of urban unrest in
terms of the ‘racial’ characteristics of those involved was a common feature
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and there was nothing wholly new in the political, policing and media
reactions to the disorder in the 1980s. The racialisation problematic that
is developed in this thesis, and explained more thoroughly in Chapter One,
forms the theoretical basis of this work. It emphasises that the social
construction of ‘race’ occurs as a process over time, and a key aim of the
thesis is to examine some of the historical precedents for more recent
events. The second theme of this study is thus that the historical
precedents for the racialisation of disorder evident in the 1980s need to be
considered more fully, and this work aims to contribute to such an
examination.

A further dimension of the study concerns the popular conception of
British identity and political development. Underlying the complex web of
arguments which followed incidents of public disorder in the 1980s was a
particular conception of British national identity and political culture. It
was often suggested, or at least implied, that traditions of law, order,
tolerance, fairness and democracy were the prevailing characteristics of
British history. Within this framework, the events on the streets of Bristol,
London, Liverpool, Manchester, as well as the relatively forgotten disorders
in St Albans, High Wycombe, Leicester, and Cirencester, amongst others,3
were regarded as dangerous aberrations from British traditions. The
development of national identity can be explained in a variety of ways, for
example by the construction and teaching of a common national history
through formal state education (Gill et al, 1992; Gillborn, 1995). A third
theme of this thesis is to explore the nature of arguments that have sought
to racialise public disorder by suggesting that such incidents are
deviations from the fundamental national character.

Following on from this, the perceived threats to national identity posed by
disorder may be particularly acute. There are two reasons for this, both of
which relate to the role and symbolic importance of the law to both the
state and, by implication, to the ‘nation’ itself. First, the law is one of the
principal ways that the state operates and articulates a common interest.
Hence, any sustained threat to the role of law can be considered as a
threat to notions of national sovereignty embodied in parliamentary
democracy, at least on an ideological and perhaps a practical level.
Secondly, the law and the legal system are perceived as a symbolic form of
the nation. One key aspect of this is the link between the formal codes of
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the legal system and the monarchy. Not only does the monarch give formal
assent to all Acts of Parliament, but the legal system also operates through
a Crown Prosecution Service and order is often discussed in terms of the
Queen’s peace. It is dimensions such as these that led Gilroy (1987: 74) to
remark that ‘the subject of the law is also the subject of the nation’ and to
argue that observance of the law represents a symbolic adherence to the
national community. It can thus be argued that serious and sustained
illegal activity constitutes a break with the community of the nation.
However, instances of mass law-breaking-in the form of disorder are often
represented as a much greater threat to the nation than individual
criminal acts — although large numbers of such acts may be conflated
into images of threats to the whole community as for example, in the
crime prevention campaign developed in the late 1980s which portrayed
car thieves as hyenas, preying on an unwitting host community. The
fourth theme explored in this work is related to the third, and considers an
often-cited feature of British national character — respect for the law.
Once this idea is established in political debate then it becomes axiomatic
that urban unrest is ‘un-British’, and so explanations rooted in analysis of
broader social, economic or political factors are regarded as untenable,

Incidents of public disorder have a specific discursive power in terms of
the ‘imagined community’ of the nation when compared to other forms of
criminal behaviour (Anderson, 1991). There are various reasons for this,
some of which relate to the actual nature of much public disorder.
Although other forms of crime may cumulatively affect a greater number of
people, and have greater financial implications, urban unrest is a
peculiarly public event. Not only does it occur relatively rarely — although
not as rarely as is often claimed — but it is dramatic and invariably
involves direct confrontation with the state in the guise of the police. Few
other forms of crime occur so visibly in the public domain, often in the full
gaze of the media which can obtain dramatic stories and pictures for
newspapers and television. Given that incidents of public disorder pose a
perceived threat to the sovereignty of the state, such events become all the
more newsworthy and dramatic. A fifth theme which runs through this
study examines the role of the media in reporting unrest, and some
tentative explanations are offered in order to place this coverage in the
broader social context of each period.

11
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A number of related themes have been identified which, when taken
together, constitute the main contribution of this thesis. First, the process
of racialising disorder in the 1980s was closely related to a particular
understanding of English national identity. The central dimensions of this
view of national character are the rule of law, orderliness, tolerance, and
parliamentary democracy. It will be shown that these arguments have
been frequently mustered in response to previous incidents of disorder this
century. This ties in with the second theme of this thesis, which is that the
historical precedents of the racialisation of disorder need to be fully
considered in order better to appreciate more recent developments. This
study aims to contribute to such an examination. A third theme is an
exploration of arguments that have sought historically to racialise unrest
by suggesting that such events are incompatible with the fundamental
national character. Closely related to this is the fourth theme, which is
that an important dimension of British national character is often held to
be obedience to the law. Contentious though it may be, once this idea is
established it becomes relatively easy to argue that public disorder is
incompatible with national traditions, and so alternative explanations of
unrest rooted in analysis of British social or political problems can be
marginalised. An important dimension of public debates regarding
disorder is the nature of the media coverage such incidents receive.
Consequently, the fifth theme of this study is a consideration of the media
portrayal of incidents of unrest, and this is offered in terms of the broader
context in each case. These themes are closely interrelated and their
nature and development are explored in the chapters that follow.

These themes run through the analysis of each of the case studies
considered in this thesis and generate its main contribution to debates
about public disorder in Britain. This is that the racialisation of urban
unrest in the 1980s, which drew upon historically established as well as
more locally specific ideas about ‘race’, was an integral feature of many
responses to the disorders and was closely linked with conservative
perspectives on such events. Explanations which posited that the personal
or cultural proclivities of the participants were the primary cause were a
common feature of press and political responses to the riots, and a central
aspect of this argument revolved around images of black youths pitched in
violent confrontations with the police. It is argued in this study that, even
if it could be demonstrated that a significant majority of those who

12
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participated in the unrest was black, the disorders were racialised in as
much as the ethnicity of those involved assumed a causal role. In other
words, reference to ‘race riots’, ‘black mobs’ or ‘hundreds of West Indian
youths’, which appeared in media reports of disorder in the 1980s and are
detailed elsewhere in this thesis, served not just as a description but were
invested with explanatory power as a complex series of events was reduced
to a single factor: the ‘race’ of those attacking police lines. It is argued in
the conclusion to this study that the racialisation of the disorders was
integral to the denial of alternative explanations for the unrest which
referred instead to social, political and economic factors.

An important theoretical contribution made by this thesis arises from the
critical realist racialisation problematic that is developed in order to
explore more fully the incidents of unrest which are analysed. Whilst the
racialisation of disorder was clearly evident in the 1980s, it is argued in
this study that the historical precedents for this process played a vital
constitutive role in more recent media and political representations. In
other words, the interpretations highlighted in this introduction and in
Chapter Five formed the predominant framework of explanation in the
1980s because they were historically resonant and revisited racialised
discourse that had been established over many decades. By recognising
that racialised ideas in any context are informed by an unpredictable
conflation of locally specific themes with well-established images and
stereotypes this thesis seeks to provide a coherent and inclusive account
of such processes. The critical realist racialisation problematic is
considered in more detail later in this introduction and towards the end of
Chapter One.

The rest of this introduction is devoted to further consideration of the
political and ideological climate within which racialisation of explanations
of public disorder in the 1980s occurred, and also to a discussion of the
methodology used in undertaking the study. It is suggested here, and in
the literature review that forms the next Chapter, that whilst the
racialisation of unrest in the 1980s must be understood in the broader
context of Thatcherism, the process was a development of earlier
approaches to public disorder. One aim of this work is that by charting
some of the historical antecedents of the racialisation evident in the 1980s

13
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it will be possible to understand in more depth the arguments which were
advanced for the recent unrest.

Public disorder in the 1980s: ‘hell-bent on confrontation’

Although the disorder that occurred in Brixton in April 1981 may be more
widely remembered, the urban unrest which took place in the St Paul’s
district of Bristol in April 1980 marked the beginning of the inner-city
disorders which occurred in the 1980s. The events in Bristol were less
intense than many of those that followed and lasted for a matter of hours
whereas those in Brixton continued intermittently for several days. They
were also less dramatic than the riots in many cities in the United States
during the 1960s to which they were sometimes compared (Thomas,
1987). The number of arrests in Bristol amounted to hundreds and not the
thousands arrested during the riots in the United States. It is informative
to examine the discourse surrounding the disorders in St Paul's because
they were perhaps the first distinctly urban confrontation for many years,
as opposed to the ‘industrial’ or ‘political’ disorders of the 1970s.

Disorder occurred in Bristol on the 2 April 1980 and lasted for seven or
eight hours. Unrest began after a police raid on a cafe escalated into street
disturbances and only ended after the police had withdrawn from the area
— a development which led to allegations from some politicians and in the
media that the district had become a ‘no-go’ area. Joshua and Wallace
(1983) explored the details and the causes of the events at some length
and suggested that the reactions to the disorder could be characterised in
two ways. First, there were those reactions that highlighted urban
deprivation and unemployment and, second, there were others that
concentrated on ‘race’, law, and order. The refusal of the Home Secretary
to conduct a public inquiry into the underlying causes whilst announcing
a review of the policing issues reflected a wider tendency to understand
the events primarily in terms of lawlessness and criminality. Fryer (1984:
398) suggested that the unrest at Bristol became ‘a symbol of resistance’.
The disturbances also became a benchmark in the sense that they
represented an early stage in the racialisation of public disorder that
continued throughout the decade.

14
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The press coverage of these disorders tended to focus on the perceived
ethnicity of those involved. The Daily Telegraph* ran the headline 19
POLICE HURT IN BLACK RIOT, whilst the Sun® described ‘police injured in
a pitched battle with black youth'. The Daily Mail® ran the following under
the headline RIOT MOB STONE POLICE.:

A riot-torn immigrant area of Bristol was virtually a no-go area to police
last night. Mobs of black youths roamed the streets after nearly eight
hours of violence.

Although the disturbances do seem to have involved many black youths,
other newspapers and commentators referred to the participation of white
people as well. It is, of course, notoriously difficult to determine the
composition of those involved in street disorders. One, imperfect,
indication can be gleaned from the arrest figures. Following the St Paul’s
unrest 132 people were arrested (Joshua and Wallace, 1983: 142). Of
those the majority, 88, was black but one-third was white. Many of the
newspaper headlines and stories presented an inaccurate impression of
who was involved. -

The arrest figures may not reflect the composition of all those who took
part and therefore must be treated with some caution. However, they are
evidence that the portrayal in much of the media of the disorders as a
concerted assault principally or wholly by black people on the forces of law
and order was erroneous. Even if it is accepted that a significant majority
of those involved was black, many of the press images of a ‘black riot’ were
partial and selective. Press stories and headlines inevitably simplify and
partially represent real events (van Dijk, 1991), however, it remains to be
explained why much of the press and television chose to portray the
disorders to their readers and viewers in terms of one major variable: that
the rioters were black. Other incidents of disorder, for example, much
‘football hooliganism’ of the 1970s, or the disorders surrounding the anti-
poll tax campaigns of the late 1980s and 1990s, or the disorders in
various British cities in the early 1990s, involved, predominantly, white
people. Such events were not explained in terms of the ethnicity of the
participants, and so it seems important to ask why this racialised
portrayal was prevalent in the case of the Bristol disorders of 1980.

15



Law, Disorder and the Nation

Racialised discourse was also employed by many newspapers in features
and editorials. The Daily Telegraph included many of the spectres of the
neo-liberal vision of society during this period in the following editorial:

Lacking parental care many (black youths) ran wild. Incited by race-
relations witch-finders and left-wing teachers and social workers to
blame British society for their own short-comings, lacking the work ethic
and perseverance, lost in a society itself demoralised by socialism, they
all too easily sink into a criminal subculture.”?

This ‘argument’ implicitly rejects explanations involving racism and
discrimination or those which highlight structural social changes as a
contribution to urban unrest in many British cities (Hytner, 1981;
Scarman, 1981; Gifford, 1985; Silverman, 1985). Effectively, it blames
black people for the disorders and suggests that their supposed cultural
predilections and behaviour were responsible. This discourse reflects the
‘new racism’ identified by Barker (1981), although the actual ‘newness’ of
this strain can be questioned since cultural arguments have long been
combined with biological themes in British racism (see Rich, 1990). It also
reflects an emphasis that was echoed in other debates during this period,
for example those around ‘race’ and ‘family values’ (Lawrence, 1982).

The identification of much if not all of the black population as beyond the
cultures and values of mainstream (white) society was a central feature of
the reaction to the disorders. Such a conception served to equate disorder
with the presence of certain minority ethnic groups, rather than specific
activities of certain individuals, open to explanation in other terms. This
amplification of the activities of individuals to the level of attributes of an
entire community can be readily seen in an article written by the
Conservative MP Sir Ronald Bell in the Sunday Express of 6 April 1980. In
the Commons debate of 3 April 1980, on the St Paul's disorders, Enoch
Powell MP had asked Home Secretary William Whitelaw whether he had
been taken unawares by the events. Whitelaw claimed to have been
surprised, a reaction not shared by Bell:

But was Mr Whitelaw really surprised? If so he showed less than his

usual shrewdness. Had not Conservative spokesmen often warned ... of
the dangers to the community in high Commonwealth immigration? The

16
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police were attacked not because they were the Bristol police ... but
because they were the people charged with applying the ordinary law of
the land to everybody, and they did not exempt the West Indian
community of St Paul's.

The suggestion that an ethnically diverse society is inherently
incompatible with an effectively functioning legal system was made most
clearly by Lord Denning, then Master of the Rolls, in his 1982 book What
Next in the Law?. Denning argued that juries should not be selected
randomly because:

The English are no longer a homogeneous race. They are white and
black, coloured and brown. They no longer share the same standards of
conduct. Some of them come from countries were bribe and graft are
accepted as an integral part of life: and where stealing is a virtue as long
as you are not caught.8

Shortly after this quote appeared in The Times, the Guardian reported®
that Denning cited a trial of 12 black people on charges of riotous
assembly as an example of a ‘packed’ jury where black jurors would not
convict black defendants. The two black jurors in the case (where none of
the defendants were found guilty) threatened to sue, and Denning
withdrew the book, apologised, and announced that his retirement was to
be brought forward.

In many respects, such reactions to the disorders at Bristol were indicative
of the racialisation that was also to follow events later in the decade at
Brixton, Toxteth, Handsworth, and Broadwater Farm. Although alternative
explanations were offered in places, they did not usually appear in
mainstream tabloid newspapers or in the comments of government
ministers. Their interpretation was that the disorder was caused primarily
by the problems of policing a multiracial society, as though such problems
are inevitable. Such a focus suggested not only intractability but also that
the fundamental issue was the presence of the ethnic minority
communities themselves. Sir Ronald Bell’'s assessment, that the police
were simply trying to apply the ‘law of the land’ to an unappreciative
community, misunderstood the nature of the complaints about the
policing of the locality, which revolved around treatment of members of the
black population. These views also serve as an example of the type of

17



Law, Disorder and the Nation

argument that followed many of the later disorders which suggested that
policing black communities was essentially problematic. After the
disorders at Broadwater Farm in 1985, for example, the Commissioner of
the Metropolitan Police, Sir Kenneth Newman, was reported as saying that
‘in a volatile ethnic area what you need is policing that is emphatic’.10
Apart from the difficulties associated with ascribing an ethnicity to a
physical location, such a comment also reduces the problems of policing
certain areas to one central feature: ethnicity.

As discussed further in Chapter One, many writers (Hall et al, 1978;
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), 1982; Gilroy, 1987)
assessed the process of racialising disorder in the 1970s and 1980s in
terms of the broader political and ideological changes associated with the
New Right. They suggested that the predominant arguments and
interpretations were integral elements of an ideological shift in British
politics, the roots of which could be traced back to the economic and
political crisis of the early 1970s. Although there were important
differences of detail, these writers adopted a neo-Marxist ‘relative
autonomy’ framework which based explanation upon economic relations
but recognised a certain degree of independence for ideological
dimensions, such as ‘race’ and racism. These ideas are discussed in more
detail in Chapter One.

These accounts of developments of neo-liberal ideology during the 1970s
began with an examination of the economic ‘crisis’ held to have
transformed the western capitalist bloc during the late 1960s and early
1970s. The arguments about this transformation cannot be outlined in
detail here, but a crucial factor arising was that the prevailing postwar
conception of the state was fundamentally challenged. Keynesian
welfarism, predicated upon a high taxation and high spending role for the
state, which had characterised the period from 1945, became untenable in
the face of rising unemployment and inflation. The neo-liberal response to
the crisis involved an ideological reconceptualisation of the function of the
state, a central feature of which was the creation of a stronger state, but
one with a narrower role. An important element of this neo-liberal
redefinition of the state role was the macroeconomic switch of emphasis
from demand management to supply side policies, which in turn meant
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that unemployment was no longer regarded as the primary problem for
governments to tackle (Gamble, 1990).

Solomos et al, (1982) suggested that the withdrawal of the shelter offered
by consensual welfarist governments required ideological justification.
They argued (1982: 23) that a key feature of the ideological work necessary
to engineer consent for these changes involved redefining the nature of the
problems facing the nation:

The idea that ‘the nation’ is diseased and slowly destroying itself is not
new; it has been a recurrent theme in British political discourse. What
was new in the sixties was that the threat came to be conceptualised as
the ‘enemy within’ rather than a model of coercion from without.

The racialised discourse discussed in this introduction is an integral part
of this wider process. As the quotation from the Daily Telegraph cited on
page 15 indicates, black people were not the only objects of this New Right
strategy. Trade unionists and peace protesters were also identified as
antithetical to the national interest, but nonetheless Solomos et al, (1982:
11) maintained that ‘race has increasingly become one of the means
through which hegemonic relations are secured in a period of structural
crisis management'.

One way in which this was applied to the black residents of inner-city
Britain was by relying on discourse which suggested that they were
beyond the community of the nation — beyond the social contract,
because they had broken it by their inability to conform to the traditional
English virtue of obedience to the law. Of course, this traditional virtue
was itself mythical, but a widespread amnesia in respect of Britain's
riotous history allowed it to pass largely unchallenged.

However, these neo-Marxist explanations tend to overlook the evidence
which shows that disorder has often been racialised in other eras, which
indicates that this process cannot be understood simply as a result of an
‘organic crisis’ of the 1970s. Although the particular context of the politics
of Thatcherism is crucial to a full understanding of responses to urban
disorder in 1980s Britain, the process of racialisation cannot be explained
solely in terms of the specific circumstances of a particular era. As argued
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more fully in Chapter One, the case studies analysed in this thesis
indicate that racialisation draws upon pre-existing themes. Thus, the
racialisation of the disturbances at Broadwater Farm, in North London, in
October 1985, cannot be explained solely in terms of the ideological or
hegemonic needs of the Thatcherite project. Whilst that specific context is
important to an understanding of this case study it is not all-
encompassing. Although this racialised discourse was resonant in the
particular climate of the day, a more historically grounded interpretation is
needed. Indeed, the racialised discourse evident during the 1980s was
powerful principally because of this historical entrenchment of the themes
and assumptions it utilised. The strong connection between the themes of
‘race’, nation, and gender that can be seen in response to the events in St
Paul's, Bristol, or at Broadwater Farm occurred because the discourse was
well established in British history and society.

None of the academic accounts of the role of ideas about ‘race’ and urban
unrest deny that the historical context in which racialised debates have
been generated in this country are irrelevant or unimportant in explaining
more recent events. Indeed, they often allude to factors such as the legacy
of the British empire in their discussions of Thatcherism’s battle for
hegemony, which relied heavily on notions of British national identity.
However, the framework adopted in this thesis is designed to move the
historical aspects of the racialisation of disorder from the margins to the
centre of analysis. A key theoretical point advanced in this thesis is that
ideas about ‘race’ in any one context, such as the aftermath of urban
unrest, are formed in the light of prevailing racialised discourse which has
arisen over a relatively lengthy period. Whilst pre-established ideas are
crucial to the manner in which particular events are racialised it is
recognised in this work that the specific local context is also important.
One contribution that this study makes is to consider the relation between
both of these dimensions in the debates that followed the incidents of
unrest.

Consequently, this study explores in more detail how the disorders at
Broadwater Farm were racialised and how this process can be understood
in terms of the broader context of the period. Moreover, by examining
three previous events the analysis can be complemented by a study of
some of the historical precedents for more recent incidents. In conclusion,
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it is intended that the nature of the articulation between racialised
understandings of disorder and the imagined community of the British
nation in the twentieth century can be more fully understood.

Methodology

In exploring the relationship between the racialisation of disorder and
conceptions of British nationhood this study adopts a case study
approach. The empirical material that has been collected relates to four
specific instances of disorder which occurred in Britain this century. These
are:

. Liverpool, 1919: the physical attacks on black seamen by
whites during the summer of 1919 occurred in many areas,
including Cardiff, Tyneside, and London, but those in
Liverpool are examined in particular detail;

o London, 1930s: the disturbances, both small and large scale,
which surrounded the activities of the BUF in many localities
during the mid-1930s are examined, focusing in particular
on the East End of London;

. Nottingham and London, 1958-59: the anti-black violence in
Nottingham and Notting Hill, London, which took place at
various times during 1958-59;

o London, 1985: the disorders at Broadwater Farm, in
Tottenham, north London, in October 1985.

There are similarities between each of the events, but all of them have
distinctive features. Whilst the incidents in Liverpool in 1919 consisted of
attacks on a population of migrant labourers who were perceived as
causing social problems, the violence in the 1930s was of a more obviously
political nature and involved questions about the position of Jews in
British society. The disorders in Nottingham and Notting Hill in the late
1950s consisted of sporadic clashes between white people and some of the
recently-arrived migrants from the Caribbean, whereas the unrest at
Broadwater Farm consisted of a relatively brief but intense clash between
local people and the police.
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Of course, the four case studies do not represent ‘typical’ incidents of civil
disturbance, and cannot offer universally applicable lessons about
outbreaks of urban unrest. The nature of public disorder, with the
complexity of factors found in each particular case, means that any
attempt to provide a definitive catalogue of events is doomed to fail. These
case studies have been chosen partly because of the differences between
them and the fruitful insights that can be gained from the comparison of
apparently contrasting events. The rationale for selecting these particular
case studies is discussed in greater detail below.

The main method of case-study research has been to isolate a group of
similar situations in the hope that some more generally applicable features
can be discerned. Hamel et al (1993) outlined the development of the case-
study method in the work of the Chicago School in the first decades of the
twentieth century and argued that the initial influence of this approach
was eventually undermined by the quantitative emphasis of social
scientists based at Columbia University, New York. The central criticism of
qualitative case study methods was that there was a need for an
empirically-based, value-free, approach, which, it was claimed, could only
be achieved using rigorously scientific techniques, such as surveys and
statistical analysis. Hamel et al (1993: 20) explained that:

Case studies were also rejected because of the lack of assurance that any
sociological explanation spawned by them would be sufficiently general.
In other words, how could one particular case explain a problem in
general terms? Even more important, how could such generality be
achieved in the absence of evidence that the case study is truly
representative?

Yin (1994) argued that this concern with the representativeness of case-
study research was misplaced. He accepted that this was an important
test for quantitative methods. For example, a public opinion survey is only
considered valid if the sample of respondents represents the whole
community in terms of certain key criteria, such as age, gender, or socio-
economic background. This, Yin (1994: 36) suggested, could be considered
as the requirement for statistical reliability and was quite inappropriate for
case-study research where, in contrast, the demand was for analytical
generalisation whereby °‘the investigator is striving to generalise a
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particular set of results to some broader theory'. In this study the broader
theory developed, which is considered in the light of the cases selected, is
the critical realist racialisation problematic, the role and nature of which is
discussed in more detail below, and in Chapter One.

This thesis seeks to explore the contrasting as well as complementary
features of the cases in order to understand more about the processes of
racialisation. As previously stated, the notion that a definitive selection of
incidents of unrest could be studied in order to reveal generalisable
insights into the causality or nature of public disorder per se is
fundamentally flawed. In short, such an attempt would be founded on the
mistaken belief that it is possible to define what constitutes ‘public
disorder’ and then compile an exhaustive catalogue of events, places, and
dates. Given that this is not possible, the study endeavours to learn more
about the way in which racialised discourse has been used to explain
specific outbreaks of disorder and the broader social and political
implications of this discourse. A particular theoretical framework, the
racialisation problematic, has been developed here to enable cases to be
selected and to allow analytical points to be generated from the studies of
particular events. This framework could be applied to different incidents,
and could be refined and developed in their light, but it is not imagined
that identical results would be found. This reflects an important point
made by Schofield (1993: 202):

The goal is not to produce a standardised set of results that any other
careful researcher in the same situation or studying the same issues
would have produced. Rather, it is to produce a coherent and
illuminating description of, and perspective on, a situation that is based
on, and consistent with, detailed study of that situation. Qualitative
researchers have to question seriously the intermal validity of their work
if other researchers reading their field notes feel the evidence does not
support the way in which they have depicted the situation. However, they
do not expect other researchers in a similar or even the same situation to
replicate their findings in the sense of independently coming up with a
precisely similar conceptualisation. As long as the other researchers’
conclusions are not inconsistent with the original account, differences in
the reports would not generally raise serious questions related to validity
or generalizability [emphasis in original].
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The methodology adopted for this study has been derived from Yin's (1994)
model of case study research, which prioritises the role of theory in the
design and selection of cases and provides a framework for their analysis.
This is outlined diagramatically in Figure 1. The critical realist
racialisation problematic developed in this thesis thus provides the
rationale for the choice of incidents explored in the empirical chapters of
this work. Four particular features constitute the racialisation
problematic. The following propositions are considered in more detail
towards the end of Chapter One:

. ideas about ‘race’ in any one period cannot be divorced from
the specific context in question. They are always contingent
and never fixed or pre-ordained, but may be used to
understand or interpret real material events;

. nonetheless, racialised debates also draw upon prevailing
historical discourse which interacts with the specific
contexts;

. racialisation is an inconsistent, contradictory, and multi-

directional process. It holds mutually incompatible beliefs at
once and relies upon diverse myths and stereotypes in regard
of different groups. It does not necessarily involve direct
reference to genetics, biology, or culture;

. racialised discourse articulates with other themes, of which
gendered debates and ideas about ‘law and order’ are obvious
examples.

As Figure 1 illustrates, the theoretical starting point provides the
framework for the entire study. It has been used to select particular cases
in the following ways. As the first feature of the racialisation problematic
suggests, ideas about ‘race’ have been used to make sense of real events.
This clearly applies in each incidence of disorder which has been studied.
In three of them (1919, 1958-59, and 1985) racialised explanations were
explicitly apparent in press reports, statements from certain politicians,
and the responses of some police officers. In short, all of these events were
represented in some sense as ‘race riots’, a term that is applied to such a
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Figure 1: The Case Study Method

| Liverpool Write case
1019 report
N Select case D"a;se
studies London Write case conclusions
>  1930s | report
Nottingham & Write case
-1 Notting Hill
gn data 1958-59 report
Lp{ collection
rotocol
London Write case
> 1985 | report

Source: adapted jrom Yin (1994: 49)

diversity of forms of unrest that it becomes virtually meaningless, except
as a simplistic label which provides a readily understandable
interpretation (that ‘racial differences’ were the cause) of otherwise
complicated incidents.

The other case selected (BUF-related disorder in the 1930s) was not overtly
labelled in public debates as a ‘race riot’. However, in terms of the third
criterion in the definition of racialisation above, ideas about ‘race’ were still
evident, albeit implicitly in many cases, in responses to the violence. For
example, the debate about the presence and role of Jews in Britain was
not presented explicitly in racialised terms. As is discussed more fully in
Chapter Three, however, some have argued that the presence of Jews in
certain areas explained the events. Even though references to ‘race’ as an
empirical fact rooted in biology or culture may not have been made, these
arguments were nonetheless racialised, as the third characteristic above
suggests. This reflects the theoretical point made by many authors (Hall et
al, 1978; Keith, 1993; Cole, 1996) that racialised understandings can be
made without direct reference to the explicit nomenclature of ‘race’ — for
example, without discussing biology. genetics, or pigmentation.

There is another key way in which the racialisation problematic has
informed the selection of the particular cases examined in this account.
The criteria outlined above refer to the processual and contingent nature
of racialised ideas, a point which reflects the argument that ‘race’ is a
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socially-produced concept that develops over time in a diverse and
. context-specific manner (Miles, 1989; Solomos, 1993; Small, 1994). The
case studies have been selected with these points in mind. The time span
covered by the examples studied is 66 years, and the four sets of events
are arranged more or less evenly across this period. Something of the
varied forms that racialised discourse take can also be uncovered, in
particular the differences between representations of the Jewish
community in 1930s Britain and those of groups in the other incidents of
disorder.

The notion that racialised discourse is contingent upon wider factors is
closely related to another important conceptual point that has informed
the selection of case studies for this work. It is partly because of the
importance of the specific context in which such ideas develop that there
is considerable connection between racialised debates and other concepts.
By including varied case studies, rather than a set of similar incidents, it
is intended that the relationship between racialised debates and other
socially significant concepts can be uncovered. Thus, the relevance of
gendered discourse, notions of sexuality, images of national identity, and
rhetoric of law and order in British society, with ideas about ‘race’ may be
uncovered using the four case studies in this thesis.

A variety of methods has been used to gather empirical data relating to the
case studies. Primarily these have involved content analysis of various
primary documentary sources, such as official records, police reports,
newspaper articles, and personal memoirs. Secondary analysis of
historical records of the various periods, academic literature, and
biographies of key persons has also been undertaken, as have a number of
interviews with individuals directly involved in the disturbances. For
various, largely practical, reasons it has not been possible to use identical
research methods for each case study. The most obvious example has
been that analysis of official public documents has been undertaken for
the case studies of 1919, 1936, and 1958-59, but this source is not yet
available in respect of the more recent events of 1985, under the Thirty
Year Rule.
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Structure of the thesis

In addition to illustrating the relation between the theoretical foundation
of this thesis and the case studies selected, Figure 1.1 also outlines the
structure of this study, which can be considered in three main parts. First,
Chapter One undertakes an examination of the theoretical debates which
underpin the racialisation problematic devised for this thesis. It is
explained that this approach has emerged from debates within a neo-
Marxist tradition and related postmodernist critiques of an essentialist
approach to ‘race’. These debates have led to an emphasis on the
importance of contingent and specific relations in determining the precise
nature of racialisation in any context. Whilst this point is accepted, it is
argued that not everything can be reduced to the particular and it is a key
objective of this thesis to chart how racialised discourse has unfolded in
four specific instances. Although the local in time and space is important,
the broader development of ideas about ‘race’, transcending any particular
circumstances, also determines how specific events are understood.
Chapter One ends by identifying four essential themes which run through
each case study, forming the basis for the ultimate conclusion to the
thesis.

Chapters Two to Five form the second main section of the thesis and
outline the four case studies. Each instance of public disorder that is
examined enables the racialisation problematic to be applied. In each of
the four chapters, a basic outline of events, and their background and
context, is provided and a critical discussion of the key themes is offered.
Although some comparative points between the case studies are made, the
bulk of the comparative discussion is undertaken in the concluding
chapter, which is the third section of the thesis. In this final chapter the
material is organised around two central themes — the racialisation of
public disorder and the nature of political debates about law and order in
Britain. It is argued that both features are interrelated and revolve around
a particular conception of British national identity which claims that
disorder is anathema. In the final part of the conclusion the four key
themes regarding racialisation are reconsidered in the light of the evidence
produced by the case studies, as Figure 1 illustrates.
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In view of the historical amnesia often apparent in responses to the urban
unrest in various British cities in the early and mid-1980s, this thesis
provides a further examination of several events which debunk this view. A
wide variety of disorders feature in British history, but it is clear that
ethnic and religious minorities have often been subjected to violence
(Pearson, 1983; Panayi, 1993). Episodes such as the massacre of Jewish
people in twelfth century England, anti-Catholic violence in the late
eighteenth century, and disorder targeted at Irish migrants during the
Victorian era are just a few instances drawn from Britain’s history of racist
violence (Cohen, 1994; Hibbert, 1989; Holmes, 1991). This thesis provides
important evidence relating to some more recent examples of disorder and
explores points of similarity and difference between them. In addition to
contributing towards the history of unrest in Britain, this study recognises
the imporiance of placing debates about disorder in the social, economic,
and political context in which they occur.
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Chapter One: Marxism, Postmodernism, and the
Racialisation Problematic

Introduction

The introduction referred to some academic analyses which endeavoured
to identify the relation between ideas about ‘race’ and broader debates
concerning law and order in Britain during the 1970s and 1980s, and did
so in terms of the wider ideological and political project of the New Right.
This Chapter reviews the relevant literature and explores the theoretical
positions behind these arguments. Given that most of these debates were
within the Marxist tradition, the discussion in this Chapter begins by
exploring the theoretical assumptions behind this broad approach. A large
part of the Chapter is dedicated to this, partly because of its importance to
debates about ‘race’ and racism, as well as the social sciences more
generally, and partly because of the diversity of the Marxist approach.
Three main strands, identified by Solomos (1986), are critically discussed
— the ‘classical tradition’, the migrant labour model, and the relative-
autonomy approach. The Chapter also evaluates ‘postmodern’ critiques of
Marxism in general and, by inference, the assumptions made about the
nature of ‘race’ in a capitalist society. However, whilst postmodernist
positions make some interesting criticisms of Marxism, they also raise
other difficulties. One possible way of moving beyond this debate is the
critical realist approach to ‘race’ developed in this thesis, which utilises a
‘racialisation problematic’. The Chapter outlines this approach and
considers its relation to the specific case studies which are explored in
subsequent chapters.

Marxism, neo-Marxism and ‘race’

In order to consider the theoretical debates which impinge on the
empirical discussions in the chapters which follow, neo-Marxism offers an
appropriate starting point. A full discussion of theories of ‘race’ and racism
is not possible in this thesis and others have charted their development in
much greater detail (Banton, 1967; Rex and Mason, 1986; Banton, 1987;
Goldberg, 1990; Solomos, 1993a). Banton (1967) outlined the emergence
of sociological interest in race and ethnicity in the United States in the
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1920s and showed that investigation of these subjects was closely bound
up with the analysis of urban development associated with Robert Park
and the Chicago School. Rex (1970; 1986) suggested that consideration of
these features of social life were continued in the immediate postwar
period by work developed by UNESCO that was designed to investigate the
scientific status of race. When these studies reported that genetic or
biological factors bore no relation to political or social differences between
different groups,! UNESCO commissioned a panel of sociologists to
consider the social contexts in which racism flourished (Rex 1986). It was
this approach that characterised studies of racial and ethnic relations in
Britain during the 1950s and 1960s, some of which are considered in
more detail in the discussion of the 1958-59 disorders outlined in Chapter
Four of this thesis. These studies, often characterised as a liberal
‘sociology of race relations’ (Miles, 1984; Banton, 1991; Solomos and Back,
1996), tended to adopt a social boundaries approach and considered the
nature and basis of contacts between those of different races in various
areas of social life, such as employment and housing.

A fundamental criticism of this school is that the ontological status of the
concept of race has often been neglected (Solomos and Back, 1996).
Banton (1967: chapter one) rejects the argument that the lack of genetic
evidence to support the concept should deter sociologists from researching
the field of ‘race relations’. He argues that the repudiation, in biological
and genetic terms, of the idea of race does not mean that sociology should
disregard attitudes towards it on the grounds that they are at odds with
scientific evidence (1967: 4):

Beliefs about the nature of race — whether true or false — still have
considerable social significance, and, when a category is labelled in the
popular mind by racial terminology rather than by religious or class
criteria, certain predictable consequences ensue.

For Banton then, the fact that many people ascribe validity to the concept
of race is sufficient to justify taking it seriously and examining the social
contexts in which it becomes an important basis for action. The main
theoretical criticism of the work on ‘race relations’, conducted by
researchers such as Glass (1960), Banton (1967), and Rex and Tomlinson
(1979), is that they accept the ontological reality of ‘race’ as a means of
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categorising human beings. The ‘race relations’ school focuses on
illuminating those conditions where the different ‘races’ come into conflict
and suggests means whereby this may be alleviated. The central
advantage of Marxist approaches is that they problematise the concept of
‘race’ and seek to explain it critically in a socio-economic context. For
those who adopt the ‘sociology of race relations’ approach, the fact that
individuals believe in the existence of races is enough to give the concept
credibility, even though it may be acknowledged that it has no biological or
genetic basis. Their critics adopt a more rigorous approach, as exemplified
by Miles (1984a: 232) who goes so far as to reject even the use of the word
‘race’:
The idea of ‘race’ has profound meanings in the everyday world, but
‘these have no scientific credibility and I can therefore find no reason why
those who write in the Marxist tradition should wish to legitimate an
ideological notion by elevating it to a central analytical position.

The lack of scientific credibility for the term ‘race’ is one reason why the
concept of racialisation, developed in this thesis, is preferable and some of
the ‘profound meanings’ Miles suggests are associated with it are
examined in the chapters that follow.

Choosing to begin this discussion with debates informed by a Marxist
analytical framework is not, then, simply a random intervention into the
history of these ideas. In addition to the theoretical advantages already
highlighted, they have been selected as a point of departure because of
their importance to political and academic activity surrounding racism and
disorder in Britain during the 1970s and 1980s. As was highlighted in the
Introduction, a major feature of the deliberations that followed the events
which occurred at Broadwater Farm in October 1985, described in
Chapter Five, was their relation to the ideological and political project of
Thatcherite neo-liberalism. This link is considered in more detail later in
this Chapter, where it is suggested that although it makes some important
contributions to understandings of ‘race’ and racism problems with this
approach remain and a less deterministic conception is preferable.

Having explained why Marxism has been chosen as the starting point for
discussion it is necessary to echo the caution made by Solomos (1986)
when he remarks that significant differences exist between the texts
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loosely corralled behind the umbrella of Marxism. Despite their
differences, the three strands identified earlier share a common focus on
rooting explanations of ‘race’ and racism in a broader analysis of
economic, social and political relations. The migrant labour model is the
prime exemplar of their shared rejection of the ‘race relations problematic’
which dominated studies in this field in the 1950s and 1960s, which is
discussed further in Chapter Four in relation to the disturbances in
Nottingham and Notting Hill in 1958-59. This Chapter moves on to
examine the three varieties of Marxist approaches to ‘race’ and racism
previously mentioned.

The classical Marxist approach

As previously indicated, the kinds of arguments which explained the
politics of ‘race’, law and order in the 1970s and 1980s in terms of the
broader context of Thatcherism can be located within a Marxist
framework. Writers such as Hall et al, (1978), CCCS (1982), and Gilroy
(1987) adapt and refine economically-reductionist analysis of ‘race’ and
racism in accordance with crucial developments within Marxist theory
which came to prominence in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Solomos,
1986). Put simply, the main argument of this ‘western Marxism’ was the
insistence that ideological spheres had a certain dynarmic of their own and
that they should be treated seriously on their own terms and not just as a
second-order epiphenomenon of the economy. In order to consider in more
detail the conceptual break that such developments made possible in
relation to Marxist approaches to the issue of ‘race’, it is useful first to
examine the classical Marxist approach, found most notably in the
influential work of Cox (1948).

Cox argued that notions of ‘race’ and the practice of racism could only be
understood by reference to the economic ‘base’ of capitalist societies.
Fundamentally, Cox suggested, racism exists in order to justify the super-
exploitation of one group, such as a colonial proletariat, by another, such
as colonial capitalists. This argument relies on the notion that the
superstructural forms in é capitalist society, such as political debate,
culture, and social relations, are determined by the demands of the
economic base, that is capital. For Cox, ‘racial identities’ and the
prejudices which accompany them were inherently subjective and could
thus be contrasted with objective class relations. He argued (1948: 336)
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that ‘race relations are proletarian-bourgeois relations and hence political-
class relations’ and he contrasted them with other, pre-capitalist, forms of
social relations such as caste or religious affiliations.

A number of problems can be identified with Cox’s approach. First, his
notion that racism arose from the need of the European bourgeois to
provide ideological justification for their proletarianization of colonial
peoples can be criticised on historical grounds. As Miles (1993: 33) argues:
‘what distinguished the _establishment of agricultural commodity
production in the Caribbean ...was the absence of proletarianization’. In
other words, Cox was wrong to identify the relations which it is claimed
gave rise to racism as those between the owners of the means of
production and those who commodify their labour and sell it in the
market. Instead, such relations were typically those of slavery, which
whilst exploitative did not correspond to the Marxist model of surplus
value.

Quite apart from the empirical detail of Cox’s argument, a number of
conceptual problems also arise. Crucially, this approach to ‘race’ and
racism has been subjected to the more general criticisms levelled at the
economic reductionism of the ‘base-superstructure’ model. The reduction
of ‘race’ to a subjective by-product of objective class relations ignores the
multifaceted construction of ‘race’ which occurs at various social sites,
rather than just the economic. From a postmodern perspective, Goldberg
(1993: 26-27) makes a similar argument when he suggests that:

Racial definition and discourse ... have from their outset followed an
independent set of logics, related to and intersecting with economic,
political, legal, and cultural considerations, to be sure, but with
assumptions, concerns, projects, and goals that can properly be
identified as their own.

The role of the state in the social formation of ‘race’, for example,
nationally through immigration legislation (Layton Henry, 1984), or locally
(Ball and Solomos, 1990), is one manner in which the ‘superstructure’
plays a crucial constitutive part. The economic determinism found in Cox’s
approach, which gives such formative power only to the ‘base’ of capital
relations, overlooks such dimensions.

34



Marxism, Postmodernism, and the Racialisation Problematic

Another difficulty with the attribution of racism to economic relations is
that the complexity and even contradictory nature of various different
racisms cannot be reduced to a causal relationship of this kind. ‘Race’ and
racism are not coherent unitary concepts that can be understood as
attributable to some other foundation, as though they were just a surface
manifestation of deep-seated forces. Cox’s conception does not allow for
the discursive power of ‘race’ to constitute and reconstitute itself as a
different concept in varying circumstances. Thus, the divergent forms of
racism, such as anti-Semitism in Victorian London, racism directed at
aborigines in Australia, or native Americans in the USA, or Ugandan
Asians in early 1970s Britain, cannot tenably be reduced to a single
explanatory factor. The diversity of racist discourse is a central theme of
the case studies detailed in the chapters which follow. As Gabriel and Ben-
Tovim argue (1978: 132, emphasis in original):

the complex, changing and at times contradictory nature of racial
ideologies defy a straightforward reduction to certain forms of production
relations.

Gilroy (1990) extends this argument by suggesting that the nature of
‘racism’ is disparate and so cannot be explained by a single theory and is
always contingent and context-specific. Whilst this contingency is
acknowledged and examined in the case studies in this thesis it is also
argued that structural features provide similarities between different forms
of racism and that not everything can be reduced to the specific. The
racialisation problematic delineated toward the end of this Chapter
provides the means to consider the interplay between specific and more
general sites in the formation of ‘race’.

A further difficulty arising from Cox’s conception is that there is no
recognition of the part that individuals play in construing ‘race’, perhaps
even as a form of resistance to oppressive ideologies (see, for example,
Werbner, 1988). Perhaps the most obvious example of this is the rise of
the ‘Black Power’ movement in the United States in the 1960s which
invoked notions of ‘racial identity’ and destiny, for example, through the
much older notion of Afro-centrism. Of course, it is unfair to blame Cox for
not anticipating theoretical and political developments that occurred
twenty years after his book was first published. The relation between ‘race’
and class is a central concern of the migrant labour model, which similarly
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suggests that the class position of minority ethnic groups is emphasised
above other factors. It has the advantage, however, of recognising that
‘race’ is an inherently problematic concept and of concentrating on the
process of racialisation as the focus of analysis.

The migrant labour model

The debates within liberal sociology of ‘race relations’ have been
fundamentally criticised by the migrant labour model as developed by
Phizacklea and Miles (1980) and Miles (1982). This position rejects the
approach which suggests that the object of interest is the nature of ‘race
relations’, and also argues that many Marxist writers, such as Cox, rely
upon the same premise as liberal sociological explanations in that they
both give analytical credence to the concept of ‘race’. The only distinction
between them is that they use different terms of reference to explain the
aetiology of racism (see Miles, 1984a). Phizacklea and Miles (1980) argue
that Marxist writers must be prepared to give analytical priority to the role
of productive forces in their attempts to explain broader social
phenomenon. Writers who. insist on the relative autonomy of ‘race’ are
mistaken in that the granting of such autonomy reifies an ideological
construction into an ontological fact.

The migrant labour model argues that it is not enough to accept that ‘race’
has a real and constitutive role in society simply because individuals hold
it to be a real phenomenon. Rather, what should be explained is the
process and development of this constructed notion. Miles (1984a: 218)
criticises both the liberal sociologists and the work of the CCCS on the
grounds that they ‘attribute the ideological notion of “race” with descriptive
and explanatory importance. “Race”, for both groups of writers, is a real
political phenomenon’.

Miles also suggests that one of the disadvantages of arguments that
prioritise the importance of ‘race’, is that they inevitably marginalize, or
even exclude altogether, the role of class. Thus Sivanandan (1982), for
example, suggests that the experience of racism is not only the most
important defining influence on the lives of black people in Britain, but
also that it serves to unite them. This, he argues, makes the black
population especially prone to revolutionary fervour and dynamism. Miles
(1984a) claims that Sivanandan raises the black population to the position
of the vanguard of the proletariat, a point which reflects Hall's (1992: 254)
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concern about the creation of an unidimensional ‘essential black subject’,
a concern also discussed by Brah (1992). It is clear that other factors also
influence the lived experience of black people. Miles suggests (1982 and
1984a, for example) that their class position — most likely working class
or unemployed — is also a vital and powerful constituent which should be
regarded as primary. Thus, he argues that the history of, first, black
immigration into Britain and, secondly, the continuing disadvantage of the
black population can be explained by the labour requirements of the
economy. He stresses ‘the differential location of “black” agents to different
sites in production relations and the determinate effects that this has
upon political practices’ (1984a: 225-6).

A further criticism of this romanticised view of the black population
centres around the notion that the common experience of racism serves to
unite the black population, which would otherwise be divided by class,
gender, and other variables, like any other community. This imparting of
solidarity to an otherwise divided group may be an example of wishful
thinking and certainly ignores the position of black entrepreneurs, for
example, who ‘exploit’ their workforce, who might be black. Miles (1984a)
argues that it is contradictory for an expressed Marxist to argue that black
capitalists will feel solidarity for black members of the working class before
they feel solidarity with other, white, members of their own class. The
conception of a unitary black community also ignores the position of black
women who occupy a distinct position within a more general ‘politic of
dominance’ (hooks, 1989: 175).

The implication that Miles draws from this need to avoid reifying ‘race’ is
that the proper object of analysis should be the processes by which social
life becomes ‘racialised’. The ideological construction of ‘race’ over time is
the key issue, rather than the immutable belief in ‘race’ which influences
day-to-day reality. In this respect the migrant labour model offers a useful
development from the earlier theories. By recognising that ‘race’ is a
process rather than an outcome, this argument stresses that ideas about
‘race’ are essentially contestable, and are fluid rather than fixed. Given
this, though, it is hard to understand the continued insistence on the
fundamentality of class to social relations. It seems that Miles is trying to
have it both ways. His recognition that ‘race’ is expressed through spheres
other than the economic, including the social and the political, is welcome,
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as is the argument that it is a process rather than a fixed entity. Yet, he
still apparently seeks to prioritise the predominant influence of the
economic dimension. He still argues from a position that holds class
relations to be the determinant of others.

Further examination of Miles’ (1984a) criticism of Sivanandan’s assertion
that race is the most important issue around which the black population
coalesces illustrates this point. Whilst Miles’ argument that class is also a
key factor in the social position and identity of the black population is
valid, it is hard to explain why he does not mention the role of other
variables. Clearly, he is suggesting that class is the key to the conundrum.
Yet, other factors have also been highlighted in attempts to diffuse the
notion of a homogeneous black population. The emergence of a distinctly
black feminist movement has served to emphasise the role of sexism and
gender relations and the ‘articulation of multiple oppressions’ (Brewer,
1993: 13).2 More contentiously, perhaps, Gilroy (1993) has stressed the
influence of the ‘black Atlantic’ on the identity of black people in Britain.
He uses this geographical metaphor to describe the United States-
Caribbean-African-European axis around which black culture is formed.
This enables him to explain, for example, the influence of the film Malcolm
X on the young black population in Britain, or the political effects of South
African apartheid on black people — an influence referred to in Chapter
Five. Of course, class is not removed from any of these factors either. It is
mistaken, however, to conceive of the theoretical argument in terms of an
either/or dichotomy between ‘race’ and class. The nature of human agency
and identity is a great deal more fractured and contestable than a simple
bi-polar conceptualisation between ‘race’ and class. The critical realist
racialisation problematic developed later in this Chapter provides a
framework in which these various factors can be examined.

The nature of the relationship between class and ‘race’, base and
superstructure, is a central feature of the relative-autonomy model. This
appears at first to provide a useful way of reconciling the differential
influence of class and racism on social life. However, ultimately the model
does not provide a way through this particular maze, as discussed in the
next section.
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The relative autonomy model

Although Gilroy (1987: 18) suggests that ‘some of the most anachronistic
strands in Marxian thought have lived on like residual dinosaurs in the
lost valley of “race relations” analysis’, there has been some movement out
of the Jurassic Park by those writers influenced by the developments in
Marxist theory which occurred in the late 1960s. The problems associated
with the economic reductionism discussed earlier are, to some extent,
overcome by those who assert that ‘race’ is not determined directly by the
economic base but, rather, that is has a certain logic and role of its own.
Most often it is suggested that ‘race’ has an ideological role in capitalist
societies and is not just a straightforward function of capital. One
advantage of this approach is that it can more easily tolerate the
contradictory and partial nature of many racisms. What is more it does not
become overburdened with concerns about the ‘objective’ nature of class
compared to the ‘subjectivity’ of ‘race’.

This emphasis on relative-autonomy is usually traced back to the work of
those associated with the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at
Birmingham University during the 1970s. The most influential texts in
this debate were both written by authors associated with this Centre. The
publication of Policing the Crisis (Hall et al) in 1978 and The Empire Strikes
Back (CCCS, 1982) saw a new emphasis on the notion that ‘race’ was able
to operate independently, at least to some extent, of fundamental
economic structures and take on a role of its own in political and social
life.

Both books utilise the Gramscian notion of hegemony in order to explain
why ‘race’ became such a powerful and emotionally charged concept in
Britain during the 1970s. Their approach relies upon the idea that the
structure of dominance and subordination within economic relations
cannot be sustained without a corresponding dominance in social, political
and cultural spheres. As well as creating the conditions for the recreation
of economic relations, the state must also win the hegemonic ‘battle of
ideas’ in order to persuade people that existing inequitable structural
relations are not only justifiable but also inevitable, and thus unavoidable.
The relative-autonomy school claim that the late 1960s and early 1970s
witnessed a period of economic crisis for advanced capitalist economies
and that this crisis was reflected and reproduced in political and social
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relations. This is not to suggest that the former led inexorably to the latter,
however. The model emphasises a degree of autonomy for such
‘superstructural’ features and recognises that they can serve to influence
material reality as well as being influenced by it.

The role of ‘race’ in the response to the crisis stems from the efforts of the
New Right to recreate a sense of nationhood and British identity that
would serve to reimpose a new social and political order to justify the
economic restructuring and reordering of the state that was needed in the
light of changing global capitalism. Hall et al, (1978) explore the moral
panic which occurred in relation to the crime of ‘mugging’ in the early
years of the 1970s. They show that the panic did not occur as a
straightforward response to an increase in this type of crime and suggest
that the issue can be understood as a metaphor for structural
transformations in society, changes which they suggest amounted to a
fundamental crisis. They are not claiming that economic problems led
directly to the racialisation of ‘mugging’ but rather that (1978: 333):

race has come to provide the objective correlative of the crisis — the
arena in which complex fears, tensions and anxieties, generated by the
impact of the totality of the crisis as a whole on the whole society, can be
most conveniently and explicitly projected and, as the euphemistic
phrase runs, ‘worked through’.

In a similar vein, Solomos et al, (CCCS, 1982: 11) argue that ‘race has
increasingly become one of the means through which hegemonic relations
are secured in a period of structural crisis management'.

The relative-autonomy model of ‘race’ advances our understanding in that
it locates the production of ideology in terms of the specific features and
demands of particular historical periods. In other words, it overcomes the
ahistorical reduction of ‘race’ to the economic base that was a feature of
earlier Marxist thought in this area. By stressing the specificity of ‘race’ to
social relations in a broader sense, allowance can be made for the partial
and contradictory nature of the concept. Differences between various
forms of racism can thus be explained by the different contexts in which
they appear. The nature of the hegemonic struggle over ideology can be
considered as profoundly different in South Africa in the 1970s compared
to the southern United States in the 1950s, for example, and this
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approach can accommodate the various forms of racism which existed in
these situations without trying to ‘reduce’ them to some essential
unidimensional form. The .‘relative-autonomy’ of ‘race’ from the capital
base permits a host of forms of racism. Furthermore, the rejection of
economic determinism means that the effect of ideology on economic
relations can also be recognised and not confined to the status of a merely
subjective epiphenomenon. In other words, the effect ideas about ‘race’
can have upon material reality can be accommodated by the relative-
autonomy model.

However, whilst developing our understanding in the above respects, the
relative-autonomy model has been criticised on a number of levels. First, it
has been argued by Gabriel and Ben-Tovim (1978) that this model is still
ultimately reductionist since it relates the ideological importance of ‘race’
in the late 1970s and 1980s back to the changing nature of British
capitalism which was occasioned by the global recession of the early
1970s. This can be seen in the quote from Solomos et al, (CCCS: 1982,
11), cited above, which related the ideology back to ‘structural’ features of
society. Gabriel and Ben-Tovim point out that the notion of ‘relative-
autonomy’ is oxymoronic and, hence, ultimately meaningless. As Solomos
(1986) explained, Gabriel and Ben-Tovim argued that the continuing,
albeit implicit and loose, reliance on an economic conception of racism is
unhelpful in that it effectively precludes anti-racist activity independent of
a wider class struggle. They argue that ‘race’ and racism should be
conceived as entirely autonomous from the economic system and
considered as a purely ideological matter. The problem arising from their
alternative position is that there is a danger of resorting to an ahistorical
conceptualisation divorced from broader social, not just economic,
relations. This problem is also encountered in respect of the postmodern
approach to ‘race’, discussed in the next section.

Other difficulties can also be identified in the model advanced by Hall et al,
(1978) and the CCCS (1982). The model does not pay sufficient attention
to the methods by which ‘race’ is deployed and understood in society.
There is a danger in that the relative-autonomy model suggests that ‘race’
in the 1970s was manufactured by ideological producers of the New Right
and then consumed by the public at large. Broader conceptions of power
in society are important. It is assumed that the battle for hegemony
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involves a macro-level debate of the powerful which produces a particular
‘victory’ for public consumpﬁon. As Jenkins (1994: 199) suggests, the role
of the individual in society is also important in the production and
constitution of identities:

identity is located within a two-way social process, an interaction
between ‘ego’ and ‘other’, inside and outside. It is in the meeting of
internal and external definition that identity, whether social or personal,
is created.

Whilst the proponents of the relative-autonomy model do explicitly
recognise the relation of ideology to the actual experience of the individual
— in respect of the moral panic relating to ‘mugging’, for example — this
factor tends to be marginalised by the weight of their analysis which
concentrates on more macro-level developments.

A related issue is that whilst it can be agreed that ‘race’ played a particular
role during the period, the arguments expressed cannot explain why ‘race’
was able to fulfil this role at that particular moment in history. There is an
implicit danger that it will appear as if ‘race’ somehow appeared in a
specific form from nowhere in the 1970s which marginalises the
developmental aspect of the concept over time. This relates to the previous
problem identified in that it is precisely the history of racialisation of
British politics over decades or centuries that makes the concept
particularly resonant in any era. Unravelling this history is a key aspect of
this thesis and it permits a coherent account of more recent examples of
the racialisation of disorder. This history enabled ‘race’ to play such a
powerful ideological role in the 1970s. Again this legacy is often cited in
passing, usually by reference to Britain’s imperial past, but the
development of ideas of ‘race’ over time tends to be marginalised by the
concentration on recent developments. Of course, a contemporary focus is
understandable in many respects, but an overwhelming concentration on
recent events and issues tends to reduce the history of racialisation to a
secondary level. In fact, the longevity of ideas relating to ‘race’ is a major
constituent of contemporary understanding and debate. A major
advantage of the racialisation problematic developed in this thesis is that
it emphasises the processual nature of ideas about ‘race’, which do not
tend to be fully appreciated by the Marxist approaches.
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Solomos (1986) offers an alternative framework as a means of furthering
the debate. He outlines (1986: 104) a conceptual model based on three
premises:

(a) there is no problem of ‘race relations’ which can be thought of
separately from the structural (economic, political and ideological)
features of capitalist society; (b) there can be no general Marxist theory of
racism, since each historical situation needs to be analysed in its own
specificity; and (¢) ‘racial’ and ‘ethnic’ divisions cannot be reduced to or
seen as completely determined by the structural contradictions of
capitalist societies.

In may respects these points reflect the more general disillusionment with
Marxism’s quest for a grand narrative and anticipates the intellectual shift
that some members of the CCCS school have taken into postmodernist
analysis which rejects essentialism of any kind. Here, though, Solomos
still suggested that the ‘structural features of capitalist society’ play some
kind of formative role in respect of racism, although the precise nature of
this role is not clarified. Indeed, Solomos suggests that it can never be
defined in an all-encompassing manner, but is instead always contingent
upon the particular conditions of the moment. The chapters which follow
reflect this latter point and explore the specific circumstances in which
disorder has been racialised in twentieth century Britain.

It should be apparent from this discussion that the quest for a definitive
theory of racism as a singular concept is ultimately doomed. The
particular local circumstances of manifestations of racism render such a
search chimerical. It is only by accepting this that it is possible to account
for the contradictory and contested nature of different racisms. However,
some degree of essentialism is inevitable, for otherwise, it is not possible
even to begin to discuss incidents of ‘racism’. By labelling certain events,
actions, or beliefs as ‘racist’ there is an inevitable suggestion that such
manifestations hold something in common with others that are similarly
defined. Otherwise everything and nothing could be considered ‘racist’.
Whilst this degree of essentialism need not constitute a ‘general (Marxist)
theory’ as Solomos suggests, nor can it be abandoned so that any event
becomes no more than a local, phenomenon existing in isolation from any
other. It is this reduction of events to the purely local level and the
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corresponding inability to make links between different instances of racism
that Vieux (1994) argues has prevented anti-racists from providing a
coherent opposition to neo-liberals in the United States, a point considered
further at the end of the next section. It is the nature of the relationship
between the local and the processual development of the concept that is
being considered in the case studies in this thesis.

A number of points have been made about the varieties of Marxist theory
that have been outlined, and the main points will be reviewed by way of
conclusion to this section. A central advantage identified in the Marxist
approach is the examination of ‘race’ in its socio-economic context and
the emphasis on the importance of more fundamental power relations.
However, the structural approach adopted by some Marxist accounts is
also problematic and suffers from an over-arching determinism which
pays insufficient attention to the specificity and diversity of racism.
Although crude economic reductionism needs to be avoided, the Marxist
approaches are preferable to the liberal sociology of race relations which
preceded them in that they place racism in its context and avoid the
assumption that it is a natural feature of human psychology or culture.

The migrant labour model is critical of the traditional Marxist approach on
the grounds that it reflects the analytical credence given to the concept of
‘race’ by the liberal sociology of ‘race relations’. Instead it argues that
class-based analysis of the labour market provides the key to
understanding the position of black people in British society and the
racism to which they are subjected. It has been suggested in this section
that the migrant labour model’s emphasis on examining ways in which
migrant labour is racialised as a process over time offers a useful
framework of analysis but that this model relies upon economic
reductionism, a general feature of Marxist analysis criticised in this
Chapter.

Charges of economic reductionism have been recognised by writers who
place themselves within the Marxist tradition who have sought to develop
a ‘relative autonomy’ model. This position draws upon Gramscian Marxism
and suggests that spheres other than the economic should be afforded a
formative role. In other words, the relative autonomy approach posits that
the state needs to secure political and social relations, as well as economic
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conditions, in order to maintain capitalist society. A key advantage of this
analysis is that it directs attention towards specific social, economic and
political contexts in which ideas about ‘race’ are generated and so avoids
the problem of ahistorical reductionism.

The postmodern challenge

The essence of postmodernism’s critique of the (neo) Marxist analysis of
‘race’ stems from a scepticism towards ‘grand narratives’ which seek
universal explanations of the social world. An early proponent, Lyotard
(1984, xxiv), claimed that the essence of postmodernism was ‘incredulity
towards meta-narratives’. Whilst this may represent an oversimplification
of a diverse — and on occasions impenetrable — set of arguments, it is
clear that epistemological uncertainty is a central principle. As Callinicos
(1989) points out, postmodernism often identifies Marxism as chief
amongst the grand narratives representing the height of the
Enlightenment rationalism, which is regarded as untenable. In other
words, the postmodern critique of the association of ‘race’ with more
fundamental economic relations, which is a feature of the orthodox,
migrant labour and, albeit in a weaker vein, the relative-autonomy models,
stems from the more general concern with the economic reductionism
central to Marxist grand theory. In this section, something of this general
epistemological criticism is outlined and related specifically to the study of
‘race’. It is suggested that whilst the postmodern position offers some
useful reminders about the dangers of reifying ‘race’ it also raises other
problems. Finally, it is argued that a realist position that adopts the
racialisation problematic offers a way of moving beyond the problems
associated variously with Marxism and postmodernism.

In trying to discuss a range of heterogeneous positions that can be loosely
united beneath the term ‘postmodern’ a number of authors have
considered them in terms of their shared critique of modemnity (Bauman,
1988; Callinicos, 1989; Boyne and Rattansi, 1990; Lyon, 1994). The
starting point quickly becomes the definition of the key characteristics of
modernity and, relatedly, the role of intellectuals and their relation to
material practices carried out in its name. Bau