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A bstract

T h e  R a c ia l is a t io n  o f  D is o r d e r  
in  T w e n t ie t h  C e n t u r y  B r it a in

by M ichael Rowe

A key feature of th is  thesis  is the exploration of ways in  w hich ideas abou t 
‘race ’, d isorder, and  na tio n al identity  have been  u sed  to ra tio n a lise  a n d  
explain a  range of incidents of u rb a n  u n re s t in  Tw entieth C entury  Britain. 
F our case stud ies  are  exam ined in  order to provide in teresting  insigh t into 
th e  politics of d isorder during  th is  period. The case  s tu d ies  have been  
co n d u c ted  u s in g  a  varie ty  of m ethods, in c lud ing  an a ly s is  of official 
docum ents, interviews, a  review of secondary sources, and  a n  exam ination 
of new spaper coverage of the events. Reactions to incidents of u rb a n  u n re s t 
w hich  occurred in  Liverpool in  1919, in London during  the m id-1930s, in  
N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in  1958-59. and  a t B roadw ater Farm  in  1985 
a re  analysed, an d  it is show n th a t the racialisation of u n re s t evident in  th e  
1980s h ad  considerab le  precedent. It is argued  in  th is  th es is  th a t  th e  
p rocess  of racialisation  evident in  each case s tu d y  provided a  sim plistic 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  d isorders w hich referred  to th e  su p p o sed  ‘rac ia l’ 
a ttrib u te s  of those who participated. In th is  way com peting explanations of 
u n r e s t  w ere m arg in a lised  an d  conservative  p ersp ec tiv es  of r io to u s  
behaviour, w hich em phasise the  im portance of the personal characteristics 
of those involved, were param ount in  public debate.

Two dom inant them es can  be identified in  political and  media debates w hich 
followed various inciden ts of u rb a n  u n re s t in  B rita in  during  th e  1980s. 
E ven ts in  S t. Pauls, Bristol, in  April 1980, in  Toxteth, Liverpool in  J u ly  
1981, and  in  the  H andsw orth district of B irm ingham  in  October 1985, were 
am ongst those which were frequently held to represen t a  new an d  troubling 
developm ent in  B ritish cities. In th e  report w hich followed h is  Inquiry into 
th e  d is tu rb an ces  in  Brixton in  April 1981, Lord S carm an  recorded  th e  
‘ho rro r and  incredulity’ w ith which the  British public w atched violent scenes 
unfold on television new s reports (Scarm an, 1981: 1.2). Accom panying the
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view th a t u rb a n  u n re s t was an a th em a in  B ritish  society w as th e  frequent 
suggestion th a t the  events in  m any cities in the  early and  m id-1980s were 
essentially *race riots’, clashes between black people and  the police. M any of 
th e  a rgum ents w hich explained the d istu rb an ces  in  term s of th e  ‘race’ of 
those  involved are critically d iscussed  in th is study.

T he th esis  develops a  theoretica l fram ew ork based  u pon  the  concept of 
racialisation . It is a rgued  th a t a  full u n d erstan d in g  of racialised d iscourse 
m u s t pay  atten tion  to both  th e  particu lar local circum stances in  w hich they 
appear, a n d  w ell-estab lished  them es w hich have unfolded over tim e. An 
im p o rtan t aspect of th e  s tu d y  is the exam ination of o ther d iscourses w ith 
w hich racialised ideas have co-joined, reflecting the  way in which notions of 
‘race’ are  socially constructed. The final part of the  thesis re tu rn s  to debates 
of the  1980s and  argues th a t the  racialisation of u n re s t in th a t decade w as 
closely in ter-tw ined  w ith  conservative perspectives w hich sough t to deny 
socio-econom ic causes in  favour of explanations based  upon  th e  supposed  
cu ltu ra l or personal proclivities of those involved.
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Introduction: 
Law, Disorder and the Nation

Many com m entators and  politicians reacted to the u rb an  riots of th e  early 
a n d  m id-1980s a s  th o u g h  su c h  events w ere unpreceden ted  in  B ritish  
h isto ry . The C om m issioner of th e  M etropolitan  Police, S ir K enneth  
Newman, reportedly rem arked th a t  the  Tottenham  disorders of 1985 were 
‘a lien  to our s tree ts ’ (Benyon an d  Solomos, 1987: 8), a  tu rn  of p h rase  
w hich m ight be considered as  e ither especially unfortunate  or particu larly  
revealing w hen one considers  th a t  the  p o p u la r p re ss  p o rtray ed  th e  
d iso rd ers  as  c lashes betw een b lack  y o u th s  and  th e  police. T he Sim  
new spaper (6 Ju ly  1981) w as no t untypical of the general p ress  reaction  
w hen it exclaimed T o th in k  th is  is  E ngland’. Politicians of all p arties, 
police officers of various ran k s  an d  clergymen from m any denom inations 
often expressed the view th a t w hat had  occurred was a n  aberra tion  from 
th e  law -abiding and  peaceful norm ality  of th e  English nation  (Pearson, 
1983; Benyon, 1984). The Daily E xpress 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

S u ch  incidents gave som e backbench  MPs an d  tabloid leader-w riters an  
opportun ity  for rem arks w hich d istanced  th e ir  con stitu en ts  or readers  
from an y  culpability for th e  events, by portraying  them  a s  ‘o u tsid e  of 
decen t society’, an d  so rea ssu rin g  them  th a t  they were u n u s u a l an d  
irrational, and  th u s  inexplicable an d  w ithout reason. S uch  reactions also 
served to  p resen t th e  d iso rders  a s  m arg ina l and  ‘a lien ’ ra th e r  th a n  
som eth ing  w hich h as  occurred, a lbeit periodically, th ro u g h o u t B ritish  
history, som etim es in  order to gain  the veiy dem ocratic rights w hich are 
held to be th rea tened  by u rb an  u n re s t (see Morton, 1938; Thom pson, 
1968; Benyon, 1993). For exam ple, in th e  n in e teen th  century , violent 
u n re s t som etim es accom panied th e  C h a rtis ts ’ cam paign for th e  basic  
dem ocratic righ t of voting (Pearson, 1983, chap ter 7). W hen M argaret 
T hatcher famously rem arked th a t ‘th e  B ritish character h as  done so m uch 
for democracy, for law, and  done so m uch  th roughou t the w orld’,2 she



Law , D isorder and th e N ation

overlooked the  fact th a t  m any of the  democratic achievem ents she  claimed 
to  value so highly were won in  sp ite  of, ra th e r  th a n  because of, th e  law  of 
th e  day.

W hatever th e  factual inaccuracies of this conception of English history and  
national identity it w as commonly cited in  the  afterm ath  of m any disorders 
in  the  1980s, as  d iscussed  in  m ore detail in  C hapter Five. It is show n in 
th e  co nclusion  th a t  th is  a s se r tio n  w as inex tricab ly  linked  to th e  
racialisation  of the  u n rest, w hich is a key consideration in th is  s tudy . A 
central argum ent of th is  thesis  is th a t the w idespread denial of th e  social, 
economic an d  political causes of the  disorders of the  1980s — a  denial 
cen tra l to  th e  conservative response  to u n re s t (see Benyon, 1984) — 
involved th e  inculpation of th e  b lack  com m unity in  Britain. The fact th a t 
su b stan tia l num bers of w hite people were involved in  the d isorders is  in  
itself sufficient to discredit su c h  explanations. A nother problem  w ith  th is  
prevailing construction of the disorders by the  m edia and  senior politicians 
is  th a t it relies upon u n su sta in ab le  assum ptions ab o u t ‘race’ an d  reifies a  
social construct into a  ‘real fact’. This analytic point is further developed in  
th e  literatu re  review in  C hapter One, and forms an  im portant aspect of the  
thesis  a s  a  whole. Five related them es are identified in  the analysis of the 
d iso rders  considered  in  th is  thesis , an d  together they rep re sen t th e  
con tribu tion  th a t th is  s tudy  m akes to w ider debates abou t d iso rder in  
tw e n tie th -c e n tu ry  B rita in . T he first of th e se  th em es is th a t  th e  
racia lisa tion  of u n re s t, identified in several contexts in  th is  th esis , is 
closely linked  to a ttem p ts  to  explain public  d isorder in te rm s of the  
personal ch arac te ris tic s  of p a rtic ip an ts , and  th u s  denies, or a t  le a s t 
minim ises, their socio-economic roots.

A nother contribution of th is w ork is to uncover som ething of th e  h istorical 
precedents for the process of racialisation evident in  the  1980s. W hilst the  
events a t Broadw ater Farm  in  n o rth  London in  October 1985 are  described 
an d  analysed  in  C hap ter Five, th e  o ther th ree  case stud ies  w hich are  
exam ined took place in  earlier periods. The events in  Liverpool in  1919, 
London an d  elsewhere in  the m id-1930s, an d  Nottingham  and  Notting Hill 
in  1958-59, are  described in  som e detail an d  the  reactions to them  are  
analysed in  chapters two, three, and  four of th is thesis. A study  of each  of 
these  instances of disorder indicates th a t explanations of u rb an  u n re s t in  
term s of the  ‘racial’ characteristics of those involved w as a common feature
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Law, D isorder and th e N ation

and  th e re  w as nothing wholly new  in  the  political, policing an d  m edia 
reactions to th e  disorder in  th e  1980s. The racialisation problem atic th a t 
is developed in  th is  thesis, an d  explained more thoroughly in  C hapter One, 
form s th e  theoretical b asis  of th is  work. It em phasises th a t  th e  social 
construction  of ‘race’ occurs a s  a  process over time, and  a  key aim  of the 
th esis  is to exam ine som e of the  historical precedents for m ore recen t 
events. The second them e of th is  s tu d y  is th u s  th a t  th e  h is to rica l 
precedents for the  racialisation of disorder evident in th e  1980s need to  be 
considered  m ore fully, an d  th is  w ork aim s to con tribu te  to s u c h  an  
exam ination.

A fu rth e r dim ension of th e  s tu d y  concerns the  popu lar conception of 
British identity and  political development. Underlying the  complex web of 
argum ents which followed incidents of public disorder in  the  1980s w as a 
particu la r conception of B ritish  national identity and  political cu ltu re . It 
w as often  suggested, or a t  leas t implied, th a t trad itions of law, order, 
tolerance, fairness and  dem ocracy were the  prevailing charac teris tics  of 
British history. W ithin th is  framework, the events on the  streets of Bristol, 
London, Liverpool, M anchester, as  well a s  the relatively forgotten disorders 
in  St Albans, High Wycombe, Leicester, and  Cirencester, am ongst o thers,3 
were regarded  a s  dangerous ab erra tio n s  from B ritish  trad itions. The 
development of national identity  can  be explained in a  variety of ways, for 
exam ple by the  construction  and  teaching of a  com m on national history  
th rough  formal s ta te  education  (Gill e t al, 1992; Gillbom, 1995). A th ird  
them e of this thesis is to explore the n a tu re  of argum ents th a t have sought 
to  rac ia lise  pub lic  d iso rd er by sug g estin g  th a t  s u c h  in c id en ts  are 
deviations from the  fundam ental national character.

Following on from this, th e  perceived th rea ts  to national identity posed by 
disorder m ay be particularly  acute. There are two reasons for this, bo th  of 
w hich relate to th e  role an d  symbolic im portance of th e  law  to b o th  the 
s ta te  and , by implication, to the  ‘na tion ’ itself. First, the  law is one of the 
principal ways th a t the s ta te  operates and  articu la tes a  common in terest. 
Hence, any  su sta in ed  th re a t to th e  role of law can  be considered a s  a  
th re a t to no tions of n a tio n a l sovereignty em bodied in  parliam en ta ry  
dem ocracy, a t  lea s t on a n  ideological an d  perh ap s a  p rac tica l level. 
Secondly, the law and  the  legal system  are perceived as a  symbolic form of 
the nation. One key aspect of this is th e  link between the  formal codes of

10
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th e  legal system  and  the  m onarchy. Not only does the m onarch give formal 
a ssen t to all Acts of Parliam ent, b u t the legal system  also operates through 
a  Crown Prosecution Service an d  order is often d iscussed  in  term s of the  
Q ueen's peace. It is dim ensions su c h  a s  these  th a t led Gilroy (1987: 74) to 
rem ark  th a t ‘the  subject of the law is also the  subject of the  nation’ and  to 
argue  th a t observance of the law rep resen ts a  symbolic adherence to the  
na tio n al com m unity. It can  th u s  be argued th a t serious an d  su sta in ed  
illegal activity co n stitu tes  a  b reak  w ith the  com m unity of the  nation . 
However, instances of m ass law -breaking in  the form of disorder are  often 
rep resen ted  a s  a  m u ch  g reater th re a t to the n a tio n  th a n  individual 
crim inal ac ts  — although  large n u m b ers  of such  ac ts  m ay be conflated 
in to  im ages of th rea ts  to th e  whole com m unity as  for exam ple, in  th e  
crim e prevention cam paign developed in  the  late 1980s w hich portrayed 
ca r thieves a s  hyenas, preying on a n  unw itting h o s t com m unity. The 
fourth  them e explored in  this work is related to the third, and  considers a n  
often-cited feature of B ritish  na tional charac ter — respect for th e  law. 
Once th is idea is established in  political debate then  it becom es axiomatic 
th a t u rb an  u n re s t is ‘un-B ritish’, an d  so explanations rooted in  analysis of 
broader social, economic or political factors are regarded as  untenable,

Incidents of public d isorder have a  specific discursive power in  term s of 
th e  ‘im agined com m unity’ of the  nation  w hen com pared to o ther forms of 
crim inal behaviour (Anderson, 1991). There are various reasons for this, 
som e of w hich  re la te  to th e  a c tu a l n a tu re  of m u ch  public d isorder. 
Although o ther forms of crime m ay cum ulatively affect a  greater num ber of 
people, an d  have g rea te r  fin an cia l im plications, u rb a n  u n re s t  is a  
peculiarly public event. Not only does it occur relatively rarely — although 
n o t a s  rarely  a s  is often claim ed — b u t  it is d ram atic  an d  invariably 
involves direct confrontation w ith th e  s ta te  in  the guise of the  police. Few 
o ther forms of crime occur so visibly in  the  public domain, often in the full 
gaze of th e  m edia w hich can  ob ta in  dram atic  sto ries an d  p ic tu res for 
new spapers and  television. Given th a t incidents of public disorder pose a  
perceived th rea t to the sovereignty of the  state, such  events become all the 
m ore new sw orthy an d  dram atic. A fifth them e w hich ru n s  th rough  th is  
s tu d y  exam ines the role of the  m edia in  reporting  u n re st, an d  som e 
tentative explanations a re  offered in  order to place th is  coverage in  the  
broader social context of each period.

11
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A n u m b er of re la ted  them es have been  identified which, w hen  tak en  
together, constitu te the m ain contribution of th is thesis. F irst, the  process 
of racialising d isorder in  the  1980s w as closely related  to a  p articu la r 
understand ing  of English national identity. The central dim ensions of th is  
view of national character are th e  ru le  of law, orderliness, tolerance, an d  
parliam en tary  dem ocracy. It will be  show n th a t th ese  a rg u m en ts  have 
been  frequently m ustered  in  response to previous incidents of disorder th is  
century. This ties in  w ith the second them e of th is  thesis, w hich is th a t the  
h isto rica l p receden ts of th e  rac ia lisa tio n  of d iso rder need to be fully 
considered in order be tte r to appreciate m ore recen t developm ents. This 
s tu d y  a im s to con tribu te  to su ch  a n  exam ination. A th ird  them e is  an  
exploration of argum ents th a t have sough t historically to racialise u n re s t 
by  suggesting th a t su ch  events are incom patible w ith th e  fundam ental 
national character. Closely related  to th is  is th e  fourth  them e, w hich is 
th a t  a n  im portan t dim ension of B ritish national character is often held to 
b e  obedience to th e  law. C ontentious though it m ay be, once th is  idea is 
estab lished  it becom es relatively easy  to argue th a t  public d isorder is 
incom patible w ith national trad itions, and  so alternative explanations of 
u n re s t rooted in  analysis of B ritish  social or political problem s can  be 
m arg ina lised . An im p o rtan t d im ension  of p ub lic  d eb a tes  regard ing  
d iso rder is  the  n a tu re  of th e  m edia coverage su c h  inc iden ts  receive. 
Consequently, the  fifth them e of th is s tudy  is a  consideration of the m edia 
portrayal of incidents of unrest, and  th is  is offered in  term s of the  broader 
context in  each case. These them es a re  closely in te rre la ted  and  th e ir  
n a tu re  and  development are explored in th e  chapters th a t follow.

T hese them es ru n  th ro u g h  th e  an aly sis  of each  of th e  case  s tu d ie s  
considered in th is  thesis  and  generate its  m ain contribution  to debates 
ab o u t public d isorder in  B ritain. This is th a t th e  racialisation  of u rb a n  
u n re s t in  the  1980s, which drew upon  historically established as well a s  
m ore locally specific ideas abou t ‘race’, was a n  integral feature of m any 
resp o n ses  to th e  d isorders an d  w as closely linked  w ith conservative 
perspectives on su ch  events. Explanations which posited th a t th e  personal 
or cu ltu ra l proclivities of the partic ipan ts were the  prim ary cause  w ere a  
com m on feature of press and  political responses to the  riots, an d  a  central 
aspect of th is argum ent revolved around  images of black you ths pitched in 
violent confrontations w ith the police. It is argued in  this s tu d y  that, even 
if  it could be d em onstra ted  th a t  a  significant m ajority  of those who

12
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partic ipated  in  the  u n re s t w as black, th e  disorders were racialised in  as 
m u ch  a s  the  ethnicity  of those involved assum ed  a causal role. In  o ther 
words, reference to ‘race rio ts’, ‘b lack  m obs’ or ‘hundreds of W est Indian  
you ths’, w hich appeared in  m edia reports of disorder in  the 1980s an d  are 
detailed elsewhere in th is  thesis, served no t ju s t  as  a  description b u t were 
invested w ith explanatory power a s  a  complex series of events w as reduced 
to a  single factor: the  ‘race’ of those a ttack ing  police lines. It is argued  in 
th e  conclusion to th is s tu d y  th a t th e  racialisation  of th e  d isorders was 
in tegral to th e  denial of a lternative exp lanations for the  u n re s t w hich 
referred instead to social, political and  economic factors.

An im portan t theoretical contribution m ade by th is  thesis arises from the 
critical rea lis t rac ia lisa tion  problem atic th a t  is developed in  o rder to 
explore m ore fully the  incidents of u n re s t w hich are analysed. W hilst the 
racialisation  of disorder w as clearly evident in  the  1980s, it is argued in 
th is  s tu d y  th a t th e  h istorical p recedents for th is  process played a  vital 
constitu tive role in  m ore recent m edia an d  political rep resen ta tions. In 
o ther words, th e  in terpretations highlighted in  th is in troduction  an d  in 
C hap ter Five formed th e  p redom inant fram ew ork of explanation  in  the  
1980s becau se  they were historically  re so n an t and  revisited racialised  
d iscourse th a t h ad  been  established  over m any decades. By recognising 
th a t  racialised  ideas in  any  context a re  inform ed by a n  unpred ic tab le  
conflation of locally specific them es w ith w ell-established im ages and  
stereotypes th is  thesis seeks to provide a  coherent and  inclusive account 
of s u c h  p ro cesses. The critica l re a lis t rac ia lisa tio n  p rob lem atic  is 
considered in  m ore detail later in th is  in troduction and  towards th e  end of 
C hapter One.

The re s t of th is  in troduction  is devoted to fu rth er consideration of the  
political and  ideological clim ate w ithin w hich racialisation of explanations 
of public disorder in the  1980s occurred, an d  also to a  d iscussion  of the 
methodology u sed  in undertak ing  the  study. It is suggested here, an d  in 
th e  lite ra tu re  review th a t  form s th e  n ex t C hapter, th a t  w h ilst the  
racialisation  of u n re s t in  th e  1980s m u st be understood in  the  b roader 
con tex t of T h a tch erism , th e  p ro cess  w as a  developm ent of earlier 
approaches to public disorder. One aim  of th is  work is th a t by charting  
som e of the  historical antecedents of the  racialisation evident in  th e  1980s
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it will be  possible to u n d erstan d  in  more depth  the  argum ents w hich were 
advanced for the  recent unrest.

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

A lthough the  disorder th a t occurred in Brixton in  April 1981 m ay be m ore 
widely rem em bered, th e  u rb a n  u n re s t w hich took place in th e  S t Pau l’s 
d is tric t of Bristol in  April 1980 m arked th e  beginning of th e  inner-city  
d isorders w hich occurred in  the  1980s. The events in  Bristol were less 
in tense  th a n  m any of those th a t followed and  lasted for a  m atte r of hours 
w hereas those in Brixton continued in term ittently  for several days. They 
were also less dram atic th an  the  riots in  m any cities in  the United S ta tes 
d u rin g  th e  1960s to w hich they  were som etim es com pared (Thomas, 
1987). The num ber of a rrests  in  Bristol am ounted to hundreds an d  no t the 
th o u san d s  arrested  during  th e  rio ts in th e  United S tates. It is informative 
to exam ine the  discourse surrounding  th e  disorders in  S t Paul’s  because 
they  were perhaps the  first distinctly u rb an  confrontation for m any years, 
a s  opposed to the ‘industrial’ or ‘political’ disorders of the  1970s.

D isorder occurred in  Bristol on the  2 April 1980 an d  lasted for seven or 
eight hours. U nrest began  after a  police raid  on a  cafe escalated into s tree t 
d istu rbances and  only ended after the police had  w ithdraw n from the area  
— a  development which led to allegations from some politicians and  in  the 
m edia th a t  the  d istrict h ad  becom e a ‘no-go’ area. Jo sh u a  an d  W allace 
(1983) explored the details a n d  th e  causes of th e  events a t som e length 
an d  suggested th a t th e  reactions to the disorder could be characterised  in  
two w ays. F irst, th e re  w ere th o se  reac tio n s th a t  h ighlighted  u rb a n  
deprivation  an d  unem ploym ent and , second, th e re  were o th e rs  th a t  
concentrated  on ‘race’, law, an d  order. The refusal of the Home Secretary 
to conduct a  public inquiry into th e  underlying causes whilst announcing  
a  review of the  policing issu es  reflected a  wider tendency to u n d e rs tan d  
the  events prim arily in term s of law lessness and  criminality. F iyer (1984: 
398) suggested th a t the  u n rest a t Bristol becam e ‘a  symbol of resistance’. 
The d is tu rb an ces  also  becam e a  b enchm ark  in  th e  sen se  th a t  they  
rep resen ted  a n  early stage in  the  racialisation  of public d iso rder th a t  
continued throughout the decade.
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The p ress  coverage of th ese  d isorders tended to focus on the  perceived 
e thn icity  of th o se  involved. The D aily Telegraph4 ra n  th e  head line 19 
POLICE HURT IN BLACK RIOT, w hilst th e  Sun5 described ‘police injured in  
a  pitched battle  w ith  black you th ’. The Daily M aifi ra n  the  following un d er 
the  headline RIOT MOB STONE POLICE:

A riot-tom 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 th e  d istu rbances do seem  to have involved m any black youths, 
o ther new spapers and  com m entators referred to the  participation of w hite 
people a s  well. It is, of course, notoriously  difficult to determ ine th e  
com position  of th o se  involved in  s tre e t d iso rd ers. One, im perfect, 
indication can  be gleaned from the a rre s t figures. Following the S t Pau l’s 
u n re s t 132 people were a rres ted  (Joshua an d  W allace, 1983: 142). Of 
those th e  m ajority, 88, w as b lack  b u t one-third w as white. Many of the  
new spaper headlines and  stories presented  an  in accu ra te  im pression of 
who w as involved.

The a rre s t figures m ay no t reflect the  com position of all those who took 
p a rt a n d  therefore m u st be treated w ith some caution. However, they are 
evidence th a t th e  portrayal in  m uch  of the m edia of th e  disorders a s  a  
concerted a ssau lt principally or wholly by black people on the forces of law 
and  order w as erroneous. Even if it is accepted th a t a  significant m ajority 
of those involved w as black, m any of the  press im ages of a  ‘black riot’ were 
partia l an d  selective. Press stories and  headlines inevitably simplify and  
partially rep resen t real events (van Dijk, 1991), however, it rem ains to be 
explained why m uch  of th e  p ress  an d  television chose to portray  th e  
disorders to their readers an d  viewers in  term s of one m ajor variable: tha t 
the rioters w ere black. O ther inciden ts of disorder, for example, m u ch  
‘football hooliganism ’ of the 1970s, or th e  disorders surrounding  th e  an ti­
poll ta x  cam paigns of th e  la te  1980s and  1990s, or th e  d isorders in  
various B ritish  cities in th e  early 1990s, involved, predom inantly, w hite 
people. S uch  events were no t explained in term s of th e  ethnicity of the  
p a rtic ip a n ts , an d  so it seem s im p o rtan t to a sk  w hy th is  rac ia lised  
portrayal was prevalent in th e  case of the  Bristol disorders of 1980.
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Racialised d iscourse w as also employed by m any new spapers in  features 
an d  editorials. The Daily Telegraph included m any of the  spectres of th e  
neo-liberal vision of society during th is 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.7

This ‘a rg u m en t’ im plicitly re jects  exp lanations involving rac ism  an d  
d iscrim ination  or those w hich highlight s tru c tu ra l social changes a s  a  
co n trib u tio n  to  u rb a n  u n re s t in  m any B ritish  cities (Hytner, 1981; 
S carm an, 1981; Gifford, 1985; Silverm an, 1985). Effectively, it b lam es 
b lack  people for the disorders an d  suggests th a t the ir supposed  cu ltu ra l 
predilections an d  behaviour were responsible. This d iscourse reflects the  
‘new  racism ’ identified by Barker (1981), although th e  actual ‘new ness’ of 
th is  s tra in  can  be questioned since cu ltu ra l argum en ts  have long been  
combined w ith biological them es in  British racism  (see Rich, 1990). It also 
reflects an  em phasis th a t was echoed in other debates during th is  period, 
for example those around ‘race’ an d  ‘family values’ (Lawrence, 1982).

The identification of m uch  if not all of the black population as  beyond the  
cu ltu res and  values of m ainstream  (white) society w as a  central feature of 
the  reaction to the  disorders. S uch  a  conception served to equate disorder 
w ith  the p resence of certain  m inority ethnic groups, ra th e r th a n  specific 
activities of certa in  individuals, open to explanation in  other term s. This 
am plification of the activities of individuals to the level of a ttrib u tes  of a n  
en tire  com m unity  can  be read ily  seen  in  an  artic le  w ritten  by th e  
Conservative MP Sir Ronald Bell in  the Sunday E xpress of 6 April 1980. In 
th e  Com m ons debate of 3 April 1980, on the S t P au l’s disorders, Enoch 
Powell MP h ad  asked  Home Secretary William W hitelaw w hether he h ad  
been  tak en  u n aw ares  by the events. W hitelaw claim ed to have been  
surprised, a  reaction no t 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
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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.

T he su g g estio n  th a t  a n  e th n ica lly  d iverse socie ty  is  in h e ren tly  
incom patible w ith a n  effectively functioning legal system  w as m ade m ost 
clearly by Lord Denning, th en  M aster of the Rolls, in  his 1982 book W hat 
N ext in the Law?. D enning argued  th a t  ju rie s  shou ld  n o t be selected 
random ly 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.®

Shortly after th is  quote appeared  in  The Tim es, the  G uardian  reported9 
th a t  D enning cited a  tria l of 12 b lack  people on charges of rio tous 
assem bly a s  an  example of a  ‘packed’ ju iy  where black ju ro rs  would no t 
convict b lack defendants. The two black  ju ro rs  in  the  case (where none of 
th e  defendan ts  w ere found guilty) th rea ten ed  to sue, a n d  D enning 
withdrew the  book, apologised, and  announced th a t his retirem ent was to 
be brought forward.

In  m any respects, su ch  reactions to the  disorders a t  Bristol w ere indicative 
of the racialisation  th a t w as also to follow events la ter in  th e  decade a t  
Brixton, Toxteth, Handsw orth, and  Broadwater Farm . Although alternative 
exp lanations w ere offered in  p laces, they  did n o t u su a lly  ap p ear in  
m a in stream  tablo id  new spapers  or in  the  com m ents of governm ent 
m inisters. Their in terpretation  was th a t the  disorder was caused  prim arily 
by the problem s of policing a  m ultiracial society, a s  though su c h  problems 
are  inevitable. S uch  a  focus suggested no t only intractability b u t also th a t 
th e  fu n d am en ta l is su e  w as th e  p resen ce  of th e  e th n ic  m ino rity  
com m unities them selves. S ir Ronald Bell’s assessm en t, th a t  the police 
w ere sim ply trying to apply th e  ‘law of the la n d ’ to a n  unapprecia tive  
com m unity, m isu n d ersto o d  th e  n a tu re  of th e  com plain ts ab o u t th e  
policing of the  locality, which revolved around treatm ent of m em bers of the 
b lack  population. These views also serve as an  exam ple of the  type of
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argum ent th a t followed m any of the la te r disorders w hich suggested th a t 
policing b lack  com m unities w as essen tia lly  p rob lem atic . A fter th e  
disorders a t  Broadw ater Farm  in 1985, for example, the Com m issioner of 
the  M etropolitan Police, S ir Kenneth Newman, w as reported a s  saying th a t 
‘in  a  volatile ethnic area  w h at you need is policing th a t  is em phatic’.10 
A part from th e  difficulties associated  w ith ascrib ing  a n  e thn icity  to a  
physical location, su ch  a  com m ent also reduces the  problem s of policing 
certain  areas to one central feature: ethnicity.

As d iscussed  fu rther in  C hapter One, m any w riters (Hall e t a l  1978; 
C entre for Contem porary C ultural S tud ies (CCCS), 1982; Gilroy, 1987) 
a ssessed  th e  process of racialising disorder in  the 1970s an d  1980s in  
term s of the  broader political and  ideological changes associated  w ith th e  
New Right. They sug g ested  th a t th e  p red o m in an t a rg u m en ts  a n d  
in terp re ta tions were in tegral elem ents of an  ideological sh ift in  B ritish  
politics, th e  roots of w hich could be  traced back  to th e  econom ic a n d  
po litical c risis  of th e  early  1970s. A lthough th ere  w ere im p o rtan t 
differences of detail, th e se  w rite rs  adop ted  a neo-M arxist ‘re la tive  
autonom y’ fram ework w hich based explanation upon economic relations 
b u t  reco g n ised  a  c e r ta in  degree of in d ep en d en ce  for ideological 
dim ensions, su ch  as ‘race’ and  racism . These ideas are d iscussed in  m ore 
detail in  Chapter One.

These accounts of developm ents of neo-liberal ideology during  the  1970s 
b egan  w ith  a n  exam in a tio n  of th e  econom ic ‘c r is is ’ he ld  to  have 
transform ed the  w estern  capitalist bloc during  the late 1960s an d  early 
1970s. The argum ents ab o u t th is transform ation  canno t be outlined in  
detail here, b u t a  crucial factor arising  was th a t the prevailing postw ar 
concep tion  of th e  s ta te  w as fu n d am en ta lly  challenged. K eynesian  
welfarism, predicated upon  a  high taxation  and  high spending role for th e  
state, w hich h ad  characterised the period from 1945, becam e un tenab le  in  
the face of rising unem ploym ent and  inflation. The neo-liberal response to 
the crisis involved an  ideological reconceptualisation of the  function of the  
state, a  central feature of w hich w as the creation of a stronger s ta te , b u t 
one w ith  a  narrow er role. An im p o rtan t elem ent of th is  neo-liberal 
redefinition of the  s ta te  role was the  macroeconomic sw itch of em phasis 
from dem and m anagem ent to supply side policies, w hich in  tu rn  m ean t
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th a t  unem ploym ent w as no longer regarded as  the prim ary problem  for 
governm ents to tackle (Gamble, 1990).

Solomos e t a l  (1982) suggested th a t  the w ithdraw al of the  sh e lte r offered 
by  consensual w elfarist governm ents required ideological justifica tion . 
They argued (1982: 23) th a t a  key feature of the ideological work necessary  
to engineer consent for these changes involved redefining the  n a tu re  of the  
problem s 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  th is in troduction is an  integral p a rt 
of th is  w ider process. As the  quotation  from the  Daily Telegraph cited on 
page 15 indicates, b lack  people were not the only objects of th is  New Right 
stra tegy . Trade un io n ists  an d  peace p ro teste rs  w ere also identified a s  
an tithetical to the national in terest, b u t nonetheless Solomos e t a l  (1982: 
11) m ain ta ined  th a t ‘race h a s  increasingly  becom e one of th e  m eans 
th rough  w hich hegem onic relations are  secured in  a  period of s tru c tu ra l 
crisis m anagem ent’.

One way in  w hich th is  w as applied  to th e  black residen ts of inner-city  
B rita in  w as by relying on d iscourse  w hich suggested  th a t  th ey  w ere 
beyond th e  com m unity  of th e  n a tio n  — beyond th e  social co n trac t, 
because  they had  broken it by the ir inability to conform to the  trad itional 
E nglish v irtue of obedience to th e  law. Of course, th is  trad itional v irtue  
w as itself m ythical, b u t  a  w idespread  am nesia  in  respect of B rita in ’s 
riotous history allowed it to pass  largely unchallenged.

However, th ese  neo-M arxist explanations tend  to overlook th e  evidence 
w hich shows th a t disorder h as  often been racialised in  other eras, w hich 
indicates th a t this process canno t be understood simply as a  re su lt of a n  
‘organic crisis’ of the 1970s. A lthough the particular context of the  politics 
of T hatcherism  is crucial to a  full understand ing  of responses to u rb a n  
disorder in  1980s Britain, the process of racialisation cannot be explained 
solely  in  term s of the specific circum stances of a  particu lar era. As argued
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m ore fully in  C hap ter One, th e  case  stud ies  analysed  in  th is  th es is  
ind icate  th a t racialisation  draw s u p o n  pre-existing them es. T hus, the  
racialisation of th e  d istu rbances a t  Broadwater Farm , in North London, in  
O ctober 1985, can n o t be explained solely in  term s of th e  ideological or 
hegemonic needs of the Thatcherite project. W hilst th a t specific context is 
im p o rta n t to a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th is  ca se  s tu d y  it is n o t all- 
encom passing. A lthough th is  racialised  discourse was reso n an t in  the  
particu lar climate of the day, a  m ore historically grounded in terpretation  is 
needed. Indeed, the  racialised d iscourse evident during th e  1980s w as 
powerful principally because of th is historical en trenchm ent of the them es 
and  assum ptions it utilised. The strong connection between the them es of 
‘race’, nation, and  gender th a t  can be seen  in response to the  events in  S t 
Paul’s, Bristol, or a t Broadwater Farm  occurred because the discourse w as 
well established in  British history and  society.

None of the  academ ic accounts of the  role of ideas about ‘race’ and  u rb a n  
u n re s t deny th a t  th e  h istorical context in  w hich racialised debates have 
been generated in  th is  country are irrelevant or un im portan t in explaining 
m ore recen t events. Indeed, they often allude to factors su ch  as  the  legacy 
of th e  B ritish  em pire in  th e ir  d iscussions of T hatcherism ’s b a ttle  for 
hegem ony, w hich relied heavily on notions of B ritish national identity. 
However, the fram ework adopted in  th is  thesis is designed to move the  
historical aspects of the racialisation  of disorder from the m argins to the 
centre of analysis. A key theoretical point advanced in th is  thesis is th a t 
ideas ab o u t ‘race ’ in  any one context, such  a s  the  afterm ath  of u rb a n  
unrest, are  formed in the light of prevailing racialised discourse w hich h as  
arisen  over a  relatively lengthy period. W hilst pre-estab lished  ideas are 
crucial to th e  m an n er in  w hich p a rticu la r events are  racialised  it  is 
recognised in th is  work th a t  th e  specific local context is also im portan t. 
One contribution th a t th is s tu d y  m akes is to consider the relation betw een 
b o th  of these  dim ensions in  th e  debates th a t followed th e  inciden ts of 
unrest.

Consequently, th is  s tudy  explores in  more detail how th e  d isorders a t  
Broadwater Farm  were racialised and  how this process can  be understood 
in  te rm s of th e  b roader context of th e  period. Moreover, by exam ining 
th ree  previous events the  analysis  can  be com plem ented by a s tu d y  of 
some of the  historical precedents for m ore recent incidents. In conclusion,
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it  is  in tended  th a t  th e  n a tu re  of th e  articu la tio n  betw een rac ia lised  
u nd erstan d in g s of disorder and  th e  im agined com m unity of th e  B ritish  
nation  in th e  tw entieth century  can  be  more fully understood.

Methodology

In  exploring the  relationship  betw een th e  racialisation  of d isorder an d  
concep tions of B ritish  n a tio n h o o d  th is  s tu d y  ad o p ts  a  case  s tu d y  
approach. The empirical m aterial th a t  h as  been  collected relates to four 
specific instances of disorder which occurred in  Britain th is century. These 
are:

• Liverpool 1919: th e  physical a ttack s  on b lack  seam en  by
w hites during the sum m er of 1919 occurred in m any areas, 
includ ing  Cardiff, Tyneside, an d  London, b u t th o se  in  
Liverpool are exam ined in particu lar detail:

• London, 1930s: the d isturbances, both  sm all and  large scale, 
w hich surrounded the  activities of the  BUF in  m any localities 
during the m id-1930s are  examined, focusing in  p articu la r 
on the E ast End of London;

• N ottingham  a n d  London, 1958-59: the an ti-b lack  violence in
N ottingham  and  Notting Hill, London, w hich took place a t 
various tim es during 1958-59;

• London, 1985: th e  d iso rd e rs  a t  B roadw ater F arm , in
Tottenham , no rth  London, in October 1985.

There are  sim ilarities betw een each  of the  events, b u t all of them  have 
distinctive features. W hilst the incidents in  Liverpool in  1919 consisted of 
a tta c k s  on a  population  of m ig ran t labourers  who were perceived as  
causing social problems, the  violence in  the 1930s w as of a  more obviously 
political n a tu re  an d  involved q u estions ab o u t th e  position of Jew s in  
B ritish  society. The disorders in  N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in  the  late 
1950s consisted of sporadic clashes between white people and  som e of the 
recently-arrived m igrants from th e  C aribbean, w hereas th e  u n re s t a t  
Broadwater Farm  consisted of a  relatively brief b u t in tense clash  betw een 
local people and  the police.
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Of course, the  four case stud ies do not represen t ‘typical’ incidents of civil 
d is tu rb an ce , a n d  can n o t offer un iversally  app licab le  le sso n s  a b o u t 
o u tb reak s  of u rb a n  u n re s t. The n a tu re  of public d isorder, w ith  th e  
com plexity of factors found in  each  p a rtic u la r  case, m ean s th a t any  
a ttem pt to provide a  definitive catalogue of events is doomed to fail. These 
case stud ies have been  chosen partly  because  of the differences between 
them  and  th e  fruitful insights th a t can  be gained from the  com parison of 
apparently  contrasting events. The rationale for selecting these  particu lar 
case studies is discussed in greater detail below.

The m ain  m ethod of case-study  research  h as  been to isolate a  group of 
sim ilar situations in  the hope th a t some m ore generally applicable features 
can  be discerned. Hamel e t a l (1993) outlined the development of the case- 
s tudy  m ethod in  the work of th e  Chicago School in the first decades of the  
tw entieth  cen tury  an d  argued th a t the  initial influence of th is  approach  
w as even tually  u n d erm ined  by th e  q u an tita tiv e  em p h asis  of social 
scientists based  a t Columbia University, New York. The central criticism  of 
qualita tive  case  s tu d y  m ethods w as th a t  there  w as a  need  for a n  
em pirically-based, value-free, approach, which, it was claimed, could only 
be achieved using  rigorously scientific techniques, su ch  a s  surveys an d  
statistical analysis. Hamel e ta l  (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 tha t the case study is truly 
representative?

Yin (1994) argued th a t th is  concern w ith  the representativeness of case- 
s tu d y  research  w as m isplaced. He accepted th a t th is  w as a n  im portan t 
te s t for quantitative m ethods. For example, a  public opinion survey is only 
considered  valid if th e  sam ple of re sp o n d en ts  rep re sen ts  th e  whole 
com m unity in  term s of certain  key criteria, such  as age, gender, or socio­
economic background. This, Yin (1994: 36) suggested, could be considered 
a s  the  requirem ent for sta tistica l reliability and  was quite inappropriate for 
case-study  research  where, in  con trast, the dem and was for analytical 
g en era lisa tio n  w hereby ‘th e  investiga to r is striv ing  to g eneralise  a
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particu lar se t of resu lts  to som e broader theory’. In this s tudy  the broader 
theory developed, which is considered in  the light of the cases selected, is 
th e  critical realist racialisation problematic, the  role and n a tu re  of w hich is 
d iscussed in more detail below, and  in  Chapter One.

This th esis  seeks to explore the con trasting  a s  well as  com plem entary 
featu res of the cases in  order to u n d erstan d  m ore about the  processes of 
racialisation. As previously stated, the  notion th a t a  definitive selection of 
in c id en ts  of u n re s t could be s tu d ied  in  order to reveal generalisable 
in s ig h ts  in to  th e  cau sa lity  or n a tu re  of pub lic  d iso rd er p er se  is  
fundam entally flawed. In short, such  a n  a ttem pt would be founded on the  
m istak en  belief th a t  it is possible to define w h at co n stitu tes  ‘public 
disorder’ and  then  compile a n  exhaustive catalogue of events, places, and  
dates. Given th a t th is is no t possible, th e  study endeavours to learn  more 
ab o u t th e  way in  w hich racialised discourse h a s  been  u sed  to explain 
specific o u tb reak s  of d iso rder an d  th e  b ro ad er social and  political 
im plications of th is  d iscourse. A p a rticu la r theoretical fram ework, th e  
racialisation problematic, h a s  been developed here  to enable cases to be 
selected and  to allow analytical points to be generated from the stud ies of 
p articu la r events. This framework could be applied to different incidents, 
and  could be refined and  developed in  their light, b u t it is no t im agined 
th a t identical re su lts  w ould be found. This reflects an  im portan t poin t 
m ade 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 internal 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 th is s tudy  h as  been derived from Yin’s (1994) 
m odel of case s tudy  research , w hich prioritises the  role of theory in  the  
design and  selection of cases and  provides a  framework for their analysis. 
T h is  is  o u tlin ed  d iag ram atica lly  in  F igure 1. The c ritica l re a lis t 
rac ia lisa tio n  problem atic developed in  th is  th esis  th u s  provides th e  
rationale for th e  choice of incidents explored in  th e  empirical chap ters  of 
th is  w ork. F o u r p a r t ic u la r  fe a tu re s  c o n s titu te  th e  ra c ia lis a tio n  
problem atic. The following propositions are  considered in m ore detail 
tow ards the  end of C hapter One:

• ideas abou t ‘race’ in  any  one period cannot be divorced from 
the  specific context in  question. They are always contingent 
a n d  never fixed or p re-o rdained , b u t  m ay be u sed  to 
understand  or in terpret real m aterial events;

• nonetheless, racialised  debates also draw  upon  prevailing 
h is to rica l d isco u rse  w hich  in te ra c ts  w ith  th e  specific 
contexts;

• rac ia lisa tion  is an  inconsisten t, contradictory, an d  m u lti­
directional process. It holds m utually  incom patible beliefs a t  
once and  relies upon diverse m yths and  stereotypes in  regard 
of different groups. It does n o t necessarily  involve d irect 
reference to genetics, biology, or culture;

• racialised discourse articu la tes w ith o ther them es, of w hich 
gendered debates an d  ideas abou t ‘law and  order’ are  obvious 
examples.

As F igure 1 illu s tra te s , the  th eo re tica l s ta r tin g  po in t provides th e  
framework for the entire  study. It h a s  been used  to select particu lar cases 
in  th e  following ways. As the  first feature of th e  racialisation problem atic 
suggests, ideas about ‘race* have been  used  to m ake sense of real events. 
This clearly applies in  each incidence of disorder which has been  studied. 
In  th ree of them  (1919, 1958-59, and  1985) racialised explanations were 
explicitly ap p aren t in  p ress  reports, s ta tem en ts  from certain  politicians, 
an d  the responses of some police officers. In short, all of these events were 
represented in some sense as ‘race riots’, a  term  th a t is applied to su ch  a

24



Law, D isorder and the N ation

Figure 1: The Case Study M ethod
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diversity of forms of u n rest th a t it becomes virtually m eaningless, except 
a s  a  s im p lis tic  label w h ich  prov ides a  read ily  u n d e rs ta n d a b le  
in te rp re ta tio n  (that ‘racial differences’ were th e  cause) of o therw ise 
complicated incidents.

The o ther case selected (BUF-related disorder in the  1930s) w as no t overtly 
labelled in  public debates a s  a  ‘race rio t’. However, in  term s of the th ird  
criterion in  the  definition of racialisation above, ideas about ‘race’ were still 
evident, a lbeit implicitly in  m any cases, in responses to the  violence. For 
example, th e  debate abou t th e  presence and  role of Jew s in  B ritain  w as 
no t p resen ted  explicitly in racialised term s. As is d iscussed  more fully in 
C hapter Three, however, som e have argued th a t the  presence of Jew s in  
certain  a reas  explained the events. Even though references to ‘race’ a s  a n  
em pirical fact rooted in biology or cu ltu re  may no t have been made, these  
argum ents were nonetheless racialised, as  the th ird  characteristic  above 
suggests. This reflects the theoretical point made by m any au tho rs  (Hall et 
oJU 1978; Keith, 1993; Cole, 1996) th a t racialised understand ings can  be 
m ade w ithout direct reference to the  explicit nom enclature of ‘race’ — for 
example, w ithout discussing biology, genetics, or pigm entation.

There is an o th e r key way in  w hich the  racialisation  problem atic h a s  
informed th e  selection of the particu lar cases exam ined in  th is  account. 
The criteria outlined above refer to the processual and  contingent n a tu re  
of racialised ideas, a  point w hich reflects the argum ent th a t ‘race’ is a
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socially-produced concept th a t  develops over tim e in  a  diverse a n d  
context-specific m an n er (Miles, 1989; Solomos, 1993; Small, 1994). The 
case stud ies have been  selected w ith these points in m ind. The tim e sp an  
covered by th e  exam ples studied  is 66 years, and  the  four se ts  of events 
are a rran g ed  m ore or less evenly across th is  period. Som ething of the  
varied forms th a t, racialised  d iscourse  take can  also b e  uncovered, in  
p a r tic u la r  th e  d ifferences be tw een  re p re se n ta tio n s  of th e  Je w ish  
com m unity in  1930s Britain and  those of groups in the  o ther incidents of 
disorder.

The notion th a t racialised d iscourse is contingent upon  w ider factors is 
closely related  to ano ther im portan t conceptual point th a t  h as  inform ed 
the  selection of case s tud ies  for th is  work. It is partly  because  of the  
im portance of th e  specific context in  which su ch  ideas develop th a t there 
is considerable connection betw een racialised debates an d  other concepts. 
By including varied case studies, ra th e r th an  a  set of sim ilar incidents, it 
is in tended  th a t th e  relationship  betw een racialised debates and  o ther 
socially significant concepts can  be uncovered. T hus, th e  relevance of 
gendered discourse, notions of sexuality, im ages of national identity, an d  
rhetoric of law an d  order in  B ritish society, w ith ideas abou t ‘race’ m ay be 
uncovered using  the  four case stud ies in  this thesis.

A variety of m ethods h a s  been used  to gather empirical da ta  relating to the 
case stud ies . Prim arily these  have involved conten t ana lysis  of various 
prim ary docum entary  sources, su ch  as  official records, police reports, 
new spaper a rtic le s , a n d  p e rso n a l m em oirs. S econdary  an a ly sis  of 
h is to rica l reco rds of th e  v arious periods, academ ic lite ra tu re , an d  
biographies of key persons h as  also been undertaken, as  have a  num ber of 
interview s w ith indiv iduals directly involved in  the  d is tu rb an ces . For 
various, largely practical, reasons it has  not been  possible to use  identical 
research  m ethods for each  case study . The m ost obvious example h a s  
been th a t  analysis of official public docum ents h as  been u n dertaken  for 
the case stud ies of 1919, 1936, an d  1958-59, b u t th is  source is no t yet 
available in  respect of the  m ore recen t events of 1985, u n d er the Thirty 
Year Rule.
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Structure o f the thesis

In  addition to illustrating  the  relation between the theoretical foundation 
of th is  th esis  and  th e  case stud ies selected, Figure 1.1 also outlines th e  
s tru c tu re  of th is  study, which can  be considered in th ree  m ain parts. F irst, 
C hapter One undertakes an  exam ination of the theoretical debates w hich 
u n d e rp in  th e  rac ia lisa tion  problem atic devised for th is  th esis . It is 
explained th a t  th is  approach  h a s  emerged from debates w ith in  a  neo- 
M arxist trad ition  and  related postm odern ist critiques of an  essen tia lis t 
a p p ro ach  to  ‘race’. These deb a tes  have led to a n  em phasis  on th e  
im portance of contingent and specific relations in determ ining the  precise 
n a tu re  of racialisation  in  any context. W hilst th is poin t is accepted, it is 
argued th a t no t everything can be reduced to the particu lar and  it is a  key 
objective of th is  thesis  to chart how racialised discourse h as  unfolded in  
four specific instances. Although the  local in  time and  space is im portant, 
th e  broader development of ideas about ‘race’, transcending any particu lar 
c ircu m stan ces , also  determ ines how specific events a re  und ersto o d . 
C hapter One ends by identifying four essential them es w hich ru n  th rough  
each  case study, form ing the  b asis  for th e  u ltim ate  conclusion to the  
thesis.

C hap ters Two to Five form th e  second m ain  section of th e  th esis  an d  
outline th e  four case s tud ies. E ach  in stance  of public d isorder th a t is 
exam ined enables th e  racialisation problem atic to be applied. In  each of 
th e  four chap ters, a  basic outline of events, and th e ir background an d  
context, is provided an d  a  critical d iscussion of the key them es is offered. 
A lthough som e com parative points between the  case studies are m ade, the  
b u lk  of th e  com parative d iscussion  is u n d e rtak en  in  the  concluding 
chapter, w hich is the  th ird  section of the  thesis. In th is  final chap ter the  
m aterial is organised around  two central them es — the  racialisation  of 
public disorder and  the  na tu re  of political debates abou t law and  order in  
Britain. It is argued th a t both  features are  interrelated and  revolve around  
a  p articu la r conception of B ritish  na tional identity  w hich claim s th a t  
d isorder is ana them a. In the  final p a rt of the  conclusion th e  four key 
them es 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 am nesia often apparen t in  responses to the  u rb an  
u n re s t in  various B ritish  cities in  th e  early an d  m id-1980s, th is  th esis  
provides a  further exam ination of several events which debunk  th is view. A 
wide variety of d isorders fea tu re  in  B ritish  history, b u t it is  clear th a t 
ethn ic  a n d  religious m inorities have often been  sub jected  to violence 
(Pearson, 1983; Panayi, 1993). Episodes such  a s  the m assacre  of Jew ish  
people in  twelfth cen tu ry  England, anti-C atholic violence in  th e  la te  
e ighteenth  century, and  disorder targeted  a t  Irish  m igran ts d u rin g  the 
Victorian era are  ju s t  a  few instances drawn from Britain’s history of rac ist 
violence (Cohen, 1994; Hibbert, 1989; Holmes, 1991). This thesis  provides 
im portant evidence relating to some m ore recent examples of disorder and 
explores points of sim ilarity an d  difference betw een them . In addition  to 
contributing tow ards the h isto iy  of u n res t in Britain, th is s tudy  recognises 
the im portance of placing debates ab o u t 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 in troduction referred to som e academ ic analyses which endeavoured 
to  identify the  relation betw een ideas abou t ‘race’ and  broader debates 
concerning law and order in B ritain  during the 1970s and  1980s, and  did 
so in term s of the wider ideological and  political project of the  New Right. 
This C hap ter reviews the relevant litera tu re  and  explores th e  theoretical 
positions behind these argum ents. Given th a t m ost of these debates were 
w ithin th e  M arxist tradition, th e  d iscussion  in  th is  C hap ter begins by 
exploring th e  theoretical assum ptions behind th is broad approach. A large 
p art of the Chapter is dedicated to this, partly because of its im portance to 
debates ab o u t ‘race’ and  racism , a s  well a s  th e  social sciences m ore 
generally, an d  partly  because of the  diversity of the  M arxist approach . 
Three m ain  strands, identified by Solomos (1986), are  critically d iscussed  
— the  ‘classical trad ition’, th e  m igrant labour model, and  the  relative- 
autonom y approach. The C hapter also evaluates ‘postm odern’ critiques of 
M arxism in  general and, by inference, th e  assum ptions m ade ab o u t th e  
n a tu re  of ‘race’ in a  cap ita lis t society. However, w hilst p ostm odern ist 
positions m ake som e in teresting  criticism s of M arxism, they also ra ise  
o ther difficulties. One possible way of moving beyond th is  debate  is th e  
critical realist approach to ‘race’ developed in th is thesis, w hich u tilises a  
‘rac ia lisa tio n  p rob lem atic’. The C h ap te r ou tlines th is  ap p ro ach  a n d  
considers its  relation to th e  specific case stud ies w hich are  explored in  
subsequent chapters.

Marxism, neo-Marxism and *race*

In  order to consider th e  th eo re tica l d ebates  w hich im pinge on th e  
empirical d iscussions in the  chap ters which follow, neo-M arxism offers a n  
appropriate starting point. A full d iscussion of theories of ‘race’ and  racism  
is not possible in th is thesis an d  others have charted their development in  
m uch greater detail (Banton, 1967; Rex and  Mason, 1986; B anton, 1987; 
Goldberg, 1990; Solomos, 1993a). B anton (1967) outlined th e  em ergence 
of sociological in terest in  race an d  ethnicity in  th e  United S ta tes  in  th e
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1920s an d  showed th a t investigation of these subjects w as closely bound  
u p  w ith the  analysis of u rb an  developm ent associated w ith Robert P ark  
and  th e  Chicago School. Rex (1970; 1986) suggested th a t consideration of 
th ese  featu res of social life were continued  in  the  im m ediate postw ar 
period by work developed by UNESCO th a t was designed to investigate the 
scientific s ta tu s  of race. W hen th ese  stud ies  reported  th a t  genetic or 
biological factors bore no relation to political or social differences betw een 
different g roups,1 UNESCO com m issioned a  panel of sociologists to 
consider the social contexts in w hich racism  flourished (Rex 1986). It w as 
th is approach  th a t characterised  stud ies  of racial and  ethnic relations in 
B ritain  during  th e  1950s and  1960s, some of which a re  considered in 
more detail in  the  discussion of the 1958-59 disorders outlined in C hapter 
F our of th is  th esis . These s tu d ie s , often ch a rac te rised  as  a  libera l 
‘sociology of race relations’ (Miles, 1984; Banton, 1991; Solomos and  Back, 
1996), tended to adopt a  social boundaries approach an d  considered the  
n a tu re  an d  b asis  of contacts betw een those of different races in various 
areas of social life, such  as employment and housing.

A fundam ental criticism  of th is school is th a t the ontological s ta tu s  of the  
concept of race  h a s  often been  neglected (Solomos an d  Back, 1996). 
B anton  (1967: chap ter one) rejects the  argum ent th a t th e  lack of genetic 
evidence to support the concept should deter sociologists from researching 
the  field of ‘race relations’. He argues th a t the repudiation, in biological 
and  genetic term s, of the idea of race does not m ean th a t sociology should  
disregard a ttitu d es  tow ards it on th e  grounds th a t they are  a t odds w ith 
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 B anton then, the fact th a t m any people ascribe validity to the concept 
of race is sufficient to justify  taking it seriously and exam ining the  social 
contexts in  w hich it becom es a n  im portan t basis  for action. The m ain  
theo re tica l critic ism  of th e  w ork on ‘race re la tio n s’, conducted  by 
researchers such  as  Glass (1960), B anton (1967), and  Rex and Tom linson 
(1979), is th a t they accept the ontological reality of ‘race’ as  a m eans of
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categorising  h u m a n  beings. T he ‘race  re la tio n s’ school focuses on 
illum inating those conditions w here the  different ‘races’ come into conflict 
a n d  suggests  m ean s w hereby th is  m ay be alleviated. T he cen tra l 
advantage of M arxist approaches is th a t they  problem atise th e  concept of 
‘race’ and  seek  to explain it critically in  a  socio-economic context. For 
th o se  who adopt the  ‘sociology of race relations’ approach, the  fact th a t  
individuals believe in the existence of races is enough to give th e  concept 
credibility, even though it may be acknowledged th a t it has  no biological or 
genetic basis. Their critics adopt a  more rigorous approach, as  exemplified 
by Miles (1984a: 232) who goes so far a s  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 th e  
concept of racialisation, developed in  th is thesis, is preferable an d  some of 
th e  ‘profound  m ean in g s’ Miles su g g ests  are  a sso c ia ted  w ith  it a re  
examined in  the chapters th a t follow.

Choosing to begin th is  d iscussion  w ith  debates inform ed by a  M arxist 
analytical fram ework is not, then , simply a  random  intervention into the  
h isto ry  of these  ideas. In addition to the  theoretical advantages already 
highlighted, they have been selected as  a  point of departu re  because of 
their im portance to political and  academ ic activity surrounding racism  and  
disorder in Britain during the 1970s and  1980s. As w as highlighted in  the  
Introduction, a  m ajor feature of th e  deliberations th a t followed the  events 
w hich  occurred a t  B roadw ater F arm  in  O ctober 1985, described  in  
C hapter Five, w as their relation to the ideological an d  political project of 
Thatcherite neo-liberalism. This link  is considered in  more detail la ter in  
th is  Chapter, where it is suggested th a t although it m akes some im portant 
contributions to understand ings of ‘race’ and  racism  problem s with th is  
approach rem ain and  a  less determ inistic conception is preferable.

Having explained why Marxism h as  been chosen as th e  starting  point for 
d iscussion  it is necessary  to echo the  caution m ade by Solomos (1986) 
w hen  he rem arks th a t significant differences exist betw een the  tex ts
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loosely corralled  b eh in d  th e  u m b re lla  of M arxism . D esp ite  th e ir  
differences, the  th ree  s tran d s  identified earlier share  a  common focus on 
roo ting  exp lanations of ‘race ’ an d  rac ism  in  a  b ro ad er an a ly s is  of 
economic, social and  political relations. The m igrant labour model is the 
prim e exem plar of their shared  rejection of the ‘race relations problem atic’ 
w hich dom inated stud ies in  th is  field in  the  1950s and  1960s, w hich is 
d iscu ssed  fu rth er in  C hapter Four in  rela tion  to the d is tu rb an ces  in  
N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in 1958-59. This C hapter moves on to 
exam ine th e  three varieties of M arxist approaches to ‘race’ an d  racism  
previously mentioned.

The classical Marxist approach
As previously indicated, th e  k inds of a rgum en ts  w hich explained the  
politics of ‘race’, law  and order in  the  1970s and  1980s in  term s of the 
b ro a d e r  co n tex t of T h a tch erism  can  be located  w ith in  a  M arx ist 
framework. W riters su ch  as  Hall e t al, (1978), CCCS (1982), an d  Gilroy 
(1987) ad ap t and  refine econom ically-reductionist analysis of ‘race’ an d  
racism  in  accordance with crucial developm ents w ithin M arxist theory  
w hich cam e to prom inence in  the late 1960s and  early 1970s (Solomos, 
1986). P u t simply, th e  m ain  argum ent of th is ‘w estern M arxism’ w as the 
insistence th a t ideological spheres had  a  certain  dynamic of their own and  
th a t they should be treated seriously on their own term s and  no t ju s t  a s  a  
second-order epiphenom enon of the economy. In order to consider in  more 
detail th e  conceptual b reak  th a t su ch  developm ents m ade possible in  
relation to M arxist approaches to the  issu e  of ‘race’, it is usefu l first to 
exam ine th e  c lassical M arxist app roach , found m ost no tab ly  in  the  
influential work of Cox (1948).

Cox argued th a t notions of ‘race’ and  th e  practice of racism  could only be 
u nderstood  by reference to th e  econom ic ‘b ase’ of cap italist societies. 
Fundam entally, Cox suggested, racism  exists in order to justify  the  su p er­
exploitation of one group, su ch  as a colonial proletariat, by another, such  
a s  colonial cap ita lists . This a rg u m en t relies on the notion  th a t  the  
su p e rs tru c tu ra l form s in  a  cap ita list society, su ch  as political debate, 
cu ltu re , an d  social relations, are determ ined  by the dem ands of the  
econom ic base, th a t  is cap ita l. For Cox, ‘racial id en tities’ an d  the  
prejudices which accom pany them  were inherently  subjective an d  could 
th u s  be con trasted  w ith objective class relations. He argued (1948: 336)
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th a t ‘race relations are proletarian-bourgeois relations and  hence political- 
c lass relations’ and  he contrasted  them  w ith other, pre-capitalist, forms of 
social relations such  as caste or religious affiliations.

A n u m b er of problems can  be identified w ith  Cox’s  approach. F irst, his 
no tion  th a t  racism  arose  from the  need of the  E uropean  bourgeois to 
provide ideological ju stifica tio n  for th e ir  p ro le tarian ization  of colonial 
peoples can be criticised on historical grounds. As Miles (1993: 33) argues: 
‘w h a t d is tin g u ish ed  th e  e s ta b lish m e n t of a g r ic u ltu ra l com m odity  
p roduction  in  the Caribbean ...was th e  absence  of proletarianization’. In 
o ther words. Cox was w rong to identify the  relations w hich it is claim ed 
gave r ise  to rac ism  a s  those  betw een th e  ow ners of the  m e an s  of 
p roduction  a n d  those who commodify th e ir  labour an d  sell it in  the  
m arket. Instead , su ch  relations were typically those  of slavery, w hich 
w hilst exploitative did no t correspond to th e  M arxist model of su rp lu s  
value.

Q uite a p a r t from  the em pirical detail of Cox’s argum ent, a  n u m b er of 
concep tual problem s also  arise. Crucially, th is  ap p ro ach  to ‘race ’ and  
racism  h as  been  subjected to the m ore general criticism s levelled a t  the 
economic reductionism  of the  ‘base-su p erstru c tu re’ model. The reduction  
of ‘race* to a  subjective by-product of objective class relations ignores the 
m ultifaceted construction  of ‘race’ w hich occurs a t various social sites, 
ra th e r th a n  ju s t  the economic. From a  postm odern perspective, Goldberg 
(1993: 26-27) m akes a  sim ilar argum ent w hen 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 
assum ptions, concerns, projects, and goals that can properly be 
identified as their own.

The role of th e  s ta te  in  th e  social form ation of ‘race ’, for exam ple, 
nationally through im m igration legislation (Layton Hem y, 1984), or locally 
(Ball a n d  Solomos, 1990), is one m anner in  which th e  ‘su p e rs tru c tu re ’ 
plays a  crucial constitutive part. The economic determ inism  found in  Cox’s 
approach , w hich gives su ch  formative power only to the  ‘base’ of capital 
relations, overlooks su ch  dimensions.

34



Marxism, Postmodernism, and the R acialisation Problematic

A nother difficulty w ith  th e  a ttrib u tio n  of racism  to economic relations is 
th a t  the  complexity an d  even contradictory  n a tu re  of various different 
racism s cannot be reduced to a  causal relationship of th is  kind. ‘Race’ an d  
rac ism  are  no t coheren t u n ita ry  concepts th a t  can  be understood  a s  
a ttribu tab le  to some other foundation, as  though they were ju s t  a  surface 
m anifestation  of deep-seated forces. Cox’s conception does no t allow for 
th e  discursive power of ‘race’ to constitu te  and  reconstitu te  itself a s  a  
different concept in  varying circum stances. Thus, th e  divergent forms of 
racism , su c h  as  anti-Sem itism  in  V ictorian London, racism  directed a t  
aborigines in  A ustralia, or native A m ericans in th e  USA, or U gandan  
A sians in  early  1970s B ritain, canno t tenably  be reduced to a  single 
explanatory factor. The diversity of rac ist discourse is  a  central them e of 
th e  case stud ies detailed in  the  chapters which follow. As Gabriel and  Ben- 
Tovim argue (1978: 132, em phasis 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 th is  a rgum ent by suggesting  th a t th e  n a tu re  of 
‘racism ’ is d isparate  and  so cannot be explained by a  single theory and  is 
alw ays co n tin g en t a n d  context-specific. W hilst th is  contingency is 
acknowledged and  exam ined in the  case stud ies in  th is  thesis it is also 
argued th a t s tru c tu ra l features provide similarities between different forms 
of racism  a n d  th a t n o t everything can  be reduced to the  specific. The 
rac ia lisa tio n  problem atic delineated  tow ard th e  end  of th is  C h ap te r 
provides the  m eans to consider th e  interplay betw een specific and  m ore 
general sites in  the form ation of ‘race’.

A fu rth er difficulty a rising  from  Cox’s conception is th a t there  is no 
recognition of the  p a rt th a t individuals play in construing ‘race’, perhaps 
even a s  a  form  of resis tan ce  to oppressive ideologies (see, for example, 
W erbner, 1988). P erhaps the  m ost obvious example of this is the rise of 
th e  ‘Black Power’ m ovem ent in  the  U nited S ta tes  in  the  1960s w hich 
invoked notions of ‘racial identity’ and  destiny, for example, th rough the  
m uch  older notion of Afro-centrism. Of course, it is unfair to blam e Cox for 
n o t an tic ipating  theoretical an d  political developm ents th a t occurred  
tw enty years after h is book w as first published. The relation between ‘race’ 
an d  class is a  central concern of the m igrant labour model, which similarly
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suggests th a t the  class position of minority ethnic groups is em phasised 
above o ther factors. It h as  th e  advantage, however, of recognising th a t 
‘race’ is  a n  inherently  problem atic concept and  of concentrating  on  the  
process of racialisation as the  focus of analysis.

The migrant labour model
The d eb a te s  w ith in  libera l sociology of ‘race  re la tio n s’ have b een  
fundam entally  criticised by th e  m igran t labour model a s  developed by 
Phizacklea and  Miles (1980) and  Miles (1982). This position rejects the  
approach  w hich suggests th a t the object of in terest is the n a tu re  of ‘race 
relations’, and  also argues th a t m any Marxist w riters, su ch  as  Cox, rely 
upon  th e  sam e prem ise as  liberal sociological explanations in  th a t they 
both  give analytical credence to the  concept of ‘race’. The only distinction 
betw een them  is th a t they u se  different term s of reference to explain the 
aetiology of racism  (see Miles, 1984a). Phizacklea and  Miles (1980) argue 
th a t M arxist w riters m ust be prepared to give analytical priority to the  role 
of p ro d u c tiv e  forces in  th e ir  a tte m p ts  to exp la in  b ro ad e r  socia l 
phenom enon. W riters who insis t on the  relative au tonom y of ‘race’ are  
m istaken  in  th a t  th e  granting  of su c h  autonom y reifies a n  ideological 
construction into an  ontological fact.

The m igrant labour model argues th a t it is not enough to accept th a t ‘race’ 
has a  real and  constitutive role in society simply because individuals hold 
it to be  a  real phenom enon. R ather, w hat shou ld  be explained is the  
process an d  developm ent of th is  constructed  notion. Miles (1984a: 218) 
criticises bo th  th e  liberal sociologists and  the w ork of the  CCCS on the 
grounds th a t they ‘attribu te  the  ideological notion of “race” w ith descriptive 
and  explanatory im portance. “Race”, for both groups of w riters, is a  real 
political phenom enon’.

Miles also  suggests th a t one of th e  d isadvantages of a rg u m en ts  th a t  
prioritise the im portance of ‘race’, is th a t they inevitably marginalize, or 
even exclude altogether, th e  role of class. Thus S ivanandan  (1982), for 
exam ple, suggests th a t th e  experience of racism  is no t only the  m ost 
im portan t defining influence on the  lives of b lack  people in  Britain, b u t 
also th a t  it serves to u n ite  them . This, he argues, m akes th e  b lack  
population especially prone to revolutionary fervour and dynam ism . Miles 
(1984a) claims th a t S ivanandan 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 abou t the creation of a n  unidim ensional ‘essential b lack  subject’, 
a  concern also discussed by B rah (1992). It is clear th a t o ther factors also 
influence th e  lived experience of b lack people. Miles suggests (1982 and  
1984a, for example) th a t  their class position — m ost likely w orking class 
or unem ployed — is also a  vital and  powerful constituent w hich should be 
regarded  a s  prim ary. T hus, he  argues th a t the h isto ry  of, first, b lack  
im m igration into Britain and, secondly, the continuing disadvantage of the 
b lack  population  can  be explained by the  labour requ irem en ts  of the  
economy. He stresses ‘th e  differential location of “black” agents to different 
s ites  in  production  relations an d  the  determ inate effects th a t  th is  h a s  
upon  political practices’ (1984a: 225-6).

A fu rth er criticism  of th is  rom anticised  view of the  b lack  popu la tion  
centres around  the notion th a t the  common experience of racism  serves to 
u n ite  the b lack  population, w hich would otherwise be divided by class, 
gender, and  o ther variables, like any  other com munity. This im parting of 
solidarity to a n  otherw ise divided group m ay be a n  exam ple of w ishful 
th ink ing  an d  certainly ignores th e  position of b lack en trep reneu rs , for 
example, who ‘exploit’ their workforce, who m ight be black. Miles (1984a) 
argues th a t it is contradictory for a n  expressed Marxist to argue th a t black 
capitalists will feel solidarity for b lack m em bers of the working class before 
they  feel solidarity  w ith  other, white, m em bers of th e ir  own class. The 
conception of a  un itary  black com m unity also ignores th e  position of black 
wom en who occupy a  d istinct position w ithin a  m ore general ‘politic of 
dom inance’ (hooks, 1989: 175).

The implication th a t Miles draws from th is  need to avoid reifying ‘race’ is 
th a t the proper object of analysis should be the  processes by w hich social 
life becomes ‘racialised’. The ideological construction of ‘race’ over time is 
th e  key issue, ra th er th a n  the im m utable belief in ‘race’ w hich influences 
day-to-day reality. In th is  respect the  m igrant labour model offers a  useful 
developm ent from th e  earlier theories. By recognising th a t  ‘race’ is a  
process ra th e r th an  a n  outcome, th is  argum ent stresses th a t ideas about 
‘race’ are essentially  contestable, and  are fluid ra th e r th a n  fixed. Given 
th is, though, it is h a rd  to u n d ers tan d  the  continued insistence  on the  
fundam entality of class to social relations. It seems th a t Miles is trying to 
have it both  ways. His recognition th a t ‘race’ is expressed th rough  spheres 
o ther th an  the economic, including the social and  the political, is welcome,
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as  is the  argum ent th a t it is a  process ra th er th an  a  fixed entity. Yet, he 
still apparen tly  seeks to p rio ritise  th e  p redom inant influence of th e  
economic dim ension. He still argues from a  position th a t  holds c lass  
relations to be the determ inant of others.

F u rth er exam ination of Miles’ (1984a) criticism  of S ivanandan’s  assertion  
th a t race is the m ost im portan t issue around  which the b lack  population 
coalesces illustrates th is point. W hilst Miles’ argum ent th a t class is also  a  
key factor in  the  social position and  identity of the black population  is 
valid, it is h ard  to explain why he does no t m ention th e  role of o th er 
variables. Clearly, he is suggesting th a t class is the  key to th e  conundrum . 
Yet, o ther factors have also been  highlighted in  a ttem pts to diffuse the  
notion of a  hom ogeneous black population. The emergence of a  distinctly 
b lack fem inist m ovem ent h a s  served to em phasise the role of sexism  an d  
gender relations an d  the ‘articu la tion  of m ultiple oppressions’ (Brewer, 
1993: 13).2 More contentiously, perhaps, Gilroy (1993) h a s  s tressed  th e  
influence of the ‘b lack  A tlantic’ on the  identity of black people in  B ritain. 
He u se s  th is  geographical m etaphor to describe the  U nited S ta te s-  
Caribbean-A frican-European axis around  w hich black cu ltu re  is formed. 
This enables him  to explain, for example, the influence of th e  film M alcolm  
X  on the  young black population in Britain, or the  political effects of S ou th  
African apartheid  on b lack  people — a n  influence referred to in  C hap ter 
Five. Of course, c lass is no t removed from any of these factors either. It is 
m istaken, however, to conceive of the theoretical argum ent in  term s of a n  
e ith er/o r dichotomy between ‘race’ and  class. The n atu re  of h u m an  agency 
and  identity is a  great deal m ore fractured and  contestable th a n  a  sim ple 
bi-polar conceptualisation  betw een ‘race ’ and  class. The critical rea lis t 
rac ia lisa tion  problem atic developed la te r  in th is  C hap ter provides a  
framework in  which these various factors can be examined.

The n a tu re  of th e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een class and  ‘race ’, b ase  a n d  
superstructu re , is a  central feature of the  relative-autonom y model. This 
appears  a t first to provide a  useful way of reconciling th e  differential 
influence of class and  racism  on social life. However, ultim ately the model 
does no t provide a  way th rough  this particu lar maze, as d iscussed  in  the  
next section.
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The relative autonomy model
Although Gilroy (1987: 18) suggests th a t ‘som e of the  m ost anachronistic  
s tran d s  in  M arxian though t have lived on like residual d inosaurs in  the  
lost valley of “race relations” analysis’, there h as  been some m ovem ent ou t 
of th e  Ju ra ss ic  Park  by those  w riters influenced by the  developm ents in 
M arxist theory which occurred in  th e  late 1960s. The problem s associated  
w ith  th e  economic reductionism  d iscussed  earlier are, to som e extent, 
overcome by those who asse rt th a t ‘race’ is not determ ined directly by the  
economic base b u t  ra ther, th a t is h as  a  certain  logic and  role of its  own. 
Most often it is suggested th a t ‘race’ h as  an  ideological role in  cap italist 
socie ties a n d  is no t ju s t  a  straigh tforw ard  function  of cap ita l. One 
advan tage  of th is  ap p roach  is th a t  it can  m ore easily to le ra te  th e  
contradictory and  partial n a tu re  of m any racisms. W hat is more it does no t 
becom e overburdened w ith concerns abou t the  ‘objective’ n a tu re  of class 
com pared to the  ‘subjectivity’ of ‘race’.

This em phasis on relative-autonom y is usually  traced back  to th e  w ork of 
those  associated  w ith th e  Centre for Contem porary C ultu ral S tud ies  a t  
B irm ingham  University during  th e  1970s. The m ost influential tex ts  in  
th is  debate were bo th  w ritten  by au tho rs  associated w ith th is Centre. The 
publication of Policing the Crisis (Hall etaQ in 1978 and  The Empire S trikes  
B ack  (CCCS, 1982) saw a  new em phasis on the  notion th a t ‘race’ w as able 
to o perate  independen tly , a t  le a s t to som e extent, of fu n d am en ta l 
economic s tru c tu res  and  take on a  role of its own in  political an d  social 
life.

Both books utilise the G ram scian notion of hegemony in  order to explain 
why ‘race’ becam e su ch  a  powerful and  emotionally charged concept in  
B rita in  during th e  1970s. Their approach  relies upon  the idea th a t  the  
s tru c tu re  of dom inance an d  su bord ina tion  w ith in  economic re la tions 
cannot be sustained  w ithout a corresponding dom inance in social, political 
and  cultura l spheres. As well as  creating the conditions for the recreation 
of economic relations, th e  s ta te  m u st also win the  hegemonic ‘b a ttle  of 
ideas’ in  order to  p ersu ad e  people th a t existing inequitable s tru c tu ra l 
relations are not only justifiable b u t also inevitable, and  th u s  unavoidable. 
The relative-autonom y school claim th a t the late 1960s and  early 1970s 
w itnessed a  period of economic crisis for advanced capitalist econom ies 
an d  th a t th is crisis w as reflected an d  reproduced in  political an d  social
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relations. This is not to suggest th a t the former led inexorably to the  la tter, 
however. T he m odel e m p h as ise s  a  degree of au tonom y for s u c h  
‘su p ers tru c tu ra l’ features and  recognises th a t they can  serve to influence 
m aterial reality as well as  being influenced by it.

The role of ‘race* in  the  response to the crisis stem s from the efforts of th e  
New Right to recreate a  sen se  of nationhood an d  B ritish  identity  th a t  
w ould serve to reim pose a  new  social and  political order to ju stify  th e  
economic restructuring  and  reordering of the sta te  th a t was needed in  th e  
light of changing global capitalism . Hall e t a l  (1978) explore th e  m oral 
pan ic  w hich occurred in re lation  to the crime of ‘mugging’ in  the early  
y ea rs  of th e  1970s. They show  th a t  the  pan ic  did no t occu r a s  a  
straightforw ard response to a n  increase in th is type of crime an d  suggest 
th a t  th e  is su e  can  be u n d e rs to o d  a s  a  m e tap h o r for s tr u c tu r a l  
transfo rm ations in  society, changes which they suggest am ounted  to a  
fundam en tal crisis. They are  no t claiming th a t economic problem s led 
directly to th e  racialisation o f ‘mugging’ bu t ra ther th a t (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  sim ilar vein, Solomos e t al, (CCCS, 1982: 11) argue th a t ‘race h a s  
increasingly become one of the m eans through which hegemonic relations 
are  secured in  a  period of s tru c tu ra l crisis m anagem ent’.

The relative-autonom y model of ‘race’ advances our understanding  in  th a t 
it locates th e  production of ideology in term s of the  specific features an d  
dem ands of particu lar historical periods. In other words, it overcomes th e  
ahistorical reduction of ‘race’ to th e  economic base  th a t was a  feature of 
earlier M arxist thought in  th is  area. By stressing the  specificity of ‘race’ to 
social relations in a  b roader sense, allowance can be m ade for the partia l 
a n d  contradictory n a tu re  of th e  concept. Differences betw een various 
form s of racism  can th u s  be explained by the different contexts in  w hich 
they  appear. The n a tu re  of th e  hegemonic struggle over ideology can  be 
considered a s  profoundly different in  South Africa in  the  1970s com pared 
to th e  so u th e rn  U nited S ta te s  in  the  1950s, for exam ple, an d  th is
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approach can  accom m odate the  various forms of racism  which existed in  
these  s itu a tio n s  w ithou t try ing  to  ‘red u ce’ th em  to som e e ssen tia l 
unidim ensional form. The ‘relative-autonom y’ of ‘race’ from th e  cap ital 
base perm its a  h o s t of form s of racism . Furtherm ore, the  rejection of 
economic determ inism  m ean s th a t th e  effect of ideology on econom ic 
relations can  also be recognised and  no t confined to the s ta tu s  of a  merely 
subjective epiphenom enon. In o ther words, the  effect ideas ab o u t ‘race ’ 
can  have upon  m aterial reality  can  be  accom m odated by the  relative- 
autonom y model.

However, w hilst developing our understand ing  in  the above respects, the  
relative-autonom y model h as  been criticised on a num ber of levels. F irst, it 
has been argued by Gabriel an d  Ben-Tovim (1978) th a t th is  model is still 
ultim ately reductionist since it relates the  ideological im portance of ‘race’ 
in  the la te  1970s and  1980s back  to the  changing n a tu re  of B ritish  
capitalism  w hich w as occasioned by the global recession  of th e  early  
1970s. This can  be  seen in  th e  quote from Solomos e t a l  (CCCS: 1982, 
11), cited above, which related the ideology back to ‘s tru c tu ra l’ features of 
society. Gabriel an d  Ben-Tovim po in t out th a t th e  no tion  of ‘relative- 
autonom y’ is oxymoronic and , hence, ultim ately m eaningless. As Solomos 
(1986) explained, Gabriel an d  Ben-Tovim argued  th a t th e  continuing , 
albeit implicit and  loose, reliance on a n  economic conception of rac ism  is 
unhelpful in  th a t it effectively precludes anti-racist activity independent of 
a  wider c lass struggle. They argue th a t  ‘race’ and  racism  sh o u ld  be 
conceived a s  en tire ly  a u to n o m o u s from  th e  econom ic sy stem  a n d  
considered as a  purely ideological m atter. The problem arising from their 
alternative position is th a t there  is a  danger of resorting to an  ahistorical 
concep tua lisa tion  divorced from b ro ad e r social, no t ju s t  econom ic, 
relations. This problem  is also encountered in respect of the postm odern 
approach to ‘race’, discussed in  the next section.

Other difficulties can  also be identified in  the model advanced by Hall e t a l  
(1978) and  the  CCCS (1982). The model does not pay sufficient a tten tion  
to the m ethods by which ‘race’ is deployed and  understood  in  society. 
There is a  danger in  th a t th e  relative-autonom y model suggests th a t ‘race’ 
in  the 1970s was m anufactured by ideological producers of the New Right 
and  then  consum ed by the public a t  large. Broader conceptions of power 
in  society a re  im portan t. It is assu m ed  th a t the  ba ttle  for hegem ony
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involves a  macro-level debate of the  powerful which produces a  particu lar 
Victory for public consum ption. As Jen k in s  (1994: 199) suggests, the role 
of th e  individual in  society is also  im portan t in  th e  p roduction  an d  
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.

W hilst th e  p roponen ts of th e  relative-autonom y m odel do explicitly 
recognise the  relation of ideology to the  actual experience of the individual 
— in  respect of the m oral panic relating to ‘mugging’, for example — th is  
factor ten d s  to be m arginalised by the weight of th e ir  analysis  w hich 
concentrates on more macro-level developments.

A related issue  is th a t w hilst it can be agreed th a t ‘race’ played a  particu lar 
role during th e  period, the  argum ents expressed cannot explain why ‘race’ 
w as able to fulfil this role a t th a t particu lar m om ent in  history. There is a n  
im plicit danger th a t it  will appear a s  if ‘race’ som ehow appeared  in  a  
specific form  from  now here in  th e  1970s w hich m arg in a lises  th e  
developmental aspect of the  concept over time. This relates to the  previous 
problem  identified in  th a t  it is precisely th e  history of racialisation  of 
B ritish  politics over decades or cen tu ries  th a t m akes th e  concept 
particularly resonant in  any  era. Unravelling th is history is a  key aspect of 
th is  thesis a n d  it perm its a  coherent account of more recent exam ples of 
th e  racialisation  of disorder. This h istory  enabled ‘race’ to play such  a  
powerful ideological role in  the 1970s. Again this legacy is often cited in  
p assin g , u su a lly  by reference to  B rita in ’s  im perial p as t, b u t  th e  
development of ideas of ‘race’ over tim e tends to be m arginalised by the  
concentration on recent developments. Of course, a contem porary focus is 
understandab le  in m any respects, b u t an  overwhelming concentration on 
recen t events an d  issues tends to reduce the history of racialisation to a  
secondary level. In fact, th e  longevity of ideas relating to ‘race’ is a  m ajor 
c o n s titu e n t of con tem porary  u n d e rs ta n d in g  an d  debate . A m ajo r 
advantage of the  racialisation problem atic developed in th is  thesis is th a t 
it em phasises the p rocessual n a tu re  of ideas about ‘race’, w hich do no t 
tend  to be fully appreciated by the M arxist approaches.
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Solomos (1986) offers an  alternative fram ework as  a  m eans of furthering  
th e  debate. He outlines (1986: 104) a  conceptual model based  on th ree  
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 (c) ‘racial’ and ‘ethnic’ divisions cannot be reduced to or 
seen as completely determined by the structural contradictions of 
capitalist societies.

In  m ay respects these points reflect the more general disillusionm ent w ith 
Marxism’s  quest for a  grand narrative and  anticipates the intellectual sh ift 
th a t  som e m em bers of the CCCS school have tak en  into postm odern ist 
analysis w hich rejects essentialism  of any  kind. Here, though, Solomos 
still suggested th a t the  ‘s truc tu ra l features of capitalist society’ play som e 
kind of formative role in  respect of racism , although the precise n a tu re  of 
th is  role is no t clarified. Indeed, Solomos suggests th a t it can  never be 
defined in  an  all-encom passing m anner, b u t is instead  always contingent 
upon  th e  particu lar conditions of the  m om ent. The chap ters which follow 
reflect th is  la tte r po in t and  explore th e  specific circum stances in  w hich  
disorder h as  been racialised in  tw entieth century Britain.

It should  be apparen t from th is  d iscussion  th a t the quest for a  definitive 
theory  of rac ism  a s  a  s in g u la r concep t is u ltim ately  doom ed. The 
particu lar local circum stances of m anifestations of racism  render su ch  a  
search  chimerical. It is only by accepting th is th a t it is possible to account 
for th e  contradictory and  contested n a tu re  of different racism s. However, 
som e degree of essentialism  is inevitable, for otherwise, it is not possible 
even to begin to d iscuss incidents of ‘racism ’. By labelling certain  events, 
actions, or beliefs as  ‘rac ist’ there  is a n  inevitable suggestion th a t su ch  
m anifestations hold som ething in common w ith others th a t are  sim ilarly 
defined. Otherwise everything and  nothing could be considered ‘ra c is t’. 
W hilst th is degree of essentialism  need not constitu te a ‘general (Marxist) 
theory’ a s  Solomos suggests, nor can it be abandoned so th a t any event 
becomes no more th a n  a  local, phenom enon existing in  isolation from any  
other. It is th is  reduction  of events to the  purely  local level an d  th e
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corresponding inability to m ake links between different instances of racism  
th a t  V ieux (1994) argues h a s  prevented an ti-rac is ts  from providing a 
coherent opposition to neo-liberals in  the  United States, a point considered 
fu rth er a t the end of the  next section. It is th e  n a tu re  of the  relationship  
betw een the  local and  the  processual developm ent of the concept th a t  is 
being considered in  the  case studies in  this thesis.

A nu m b er of points have been m ade about th e  varieties of M arxist theory 
th a t have been outlined, and  the  m ain  points will be reviewed by way of 
conclusion to th is  section. A central advantage identified in  the  M arxist 
app roach  is the exam ination of ‘race’ in its socio-economic context and  
th e  em phasis  on the im portance of more fundam ental power relations. 
However, the s tru c tu ra l approach  adopted by some M arxist accoun ts is 
also  problem atic an d  suffers from a n  over-arching determ inism  w hich 
pays insuffic ien t a tten tio n  to th e  specificity an d  diversity of racism . 
A lthough crude economic reductionism  needs to be avoided, th e  M arxist 
approaches are preferable to th e  liberal sociology of race relations which 
preceded them  in  th a t they place racism  in  its  context and  avoid the 
assum ption  th a t it is a  na tu ra l feature of hu m an  psychology or culture.

The m igrant labour model is critical of the traditional Marxist approach on 
the grounds th a t it reflects the analytical credence given to the  concept of 
‘race* by the  liberal sociology of ‘race  re la tions’. Instead it a rgues th a t 
c la ss -b a se d  a n a ly s is  of th e  lab o u r m a rk e t provides th e  key to 
u n d erstan d in g  th e  position of b lack  people in  B ritish  society an d  the 
racism  to w hich they are subjected. It has  been  suggested in  th is  section 
th a t the  m igrant labour m odel’s em phasis on examining ways in  which 
m ig ran t lab o u r is rac ia lised  a s  a  p rocess over tim e offers a  usefu l 
fram ew ork  of an a ly s is  b u t  th a t  th is  m odel relies u p o n  econom ic 
reduction ism , a  general fea tu re  of M arxist analysis criticised in  th is  
Chapter.

C harges of economic reductionism  have been recognised by w riters who 
place them selves w ithin the  M arxist tradition who have sought to develop 
a  ‘relative autonom y’ model. This position draws upon Gram scian M arxism 
and  suggests th a t spheres o ther th a n  the economic should be afforded a 
formative role. In  other words, the relative autonom y approach posits th a t 
the  s ta te  needs to secure political and  social relations, as well as economic
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conditions, in  order to m ain tain  capitalist society. A key advantage of th is 
analysis is th a t  it directs a tten tion  tow ards specific social, economic an d  
political contexts in w hich ideas about ‘race’ are generated and  so avoids 
th e  problem  of ahistorical reductionism .

The postmodern challenge

The essence of postm odernism ’s critique of the  (neo) M arxist analysis of 
‘race’ s tem s from a scepticism  tow ards ‘grand n arra tiv es’ w hich seek  
un iversal explanations of the social world. An early proponent, Lyotard 
(1984, xxiv), claimed th a t the essence of postm odernism  w as ‘incredulity 
tow ards m eta-narratives’. W hilst th is may represent an  oversimplification 
of a  diverse — and on occasions im penetrable — set of argum ents, it is 
clear th a t epistemological uncertain ty  is a  central principle. As Callinicos 
(1989) p o in ts  out, postm odern ism  often identifies M arxism  as  chief 
a m o n g s t th e  g ran d  n a r ra tiv e s  re p re se n tin g  th e  h e ig h t of th e  
E n ligh tenm ent rationalism , w hich is regarded a s  un tenab le . In  o ther 
w ords, th e  postm odern critique of the  association  of ‘race’ w ith  m ore 
fu n d am en ta l economic relations, w hich is a  feature of th e  orthodox, 
m igrant labour and, albeit in  a  w eaker vein, the  relative-autonomy models, 
s tem s from th e  more general concern w ith the economic reductionism  
central to M arxist grand theory. In  th is section, som ething of th is general 
epistemological criticism is outlined and related specifically to the  s tudy  of 
‘race’. It is suggested th a t  w hilst the postm odern position offers som e 
usefu l rem inders about th e  dangers of reifying ‘race’ it also ra ises o ther 
problem s. Finally, it is argued  th a t a  rea lis t position th a t adopts the  
rac ia lisa tion  problem atic offers a  way of moving beyond the  problem s 
associated variously w ith M arxism and  postm odernism .

In  trying to discuss a  range of heterogeneous positions th a t can be loosely 
u n ite d  b e n e a th  the te rm  ‘p o stm o d ern ’ a  n u m b er of a u th o rs  have 
considered them  in term s of the ir shared critique of m odernity (Bauman, 
1988; Callinicos, 1989; Boyne an d  R attansi, 1990; Lyon, 1994). The 
s ta rtin g  point quickly becom es the  definition of the key characteristics of 
m odernity  and , relatedly, the  role of intellectuals an d  their relation  to 
m aterial practices carried out in  its name. B aum an (1988: 220) described 
th e  typical conception of modernity:
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The grounds for certainty and self-confidence could not be stronger. 
Human reality indeed seemed subject to unshakeable laws and stronger 
(‘progressive’) values looked set to supersede or eradicate the weaker 
(‘retrograde’, Ignorant, superstitious) ones. It was this historically given 
certainty, grounded In the unchallenged superiority of forces aimed at 
universal domination which had been articulated, from the perspective of 
the intellectual mode, as universality of the standards of tru th , 
judgement and taste. The strategy such articulation legitimated was to 
supply the forces, bent on universal and active domination, with designs 
dictated by universal science, ethics and aesthetics.

In  m any respects  postm odernism  can  be regarded as  th e  in tellectual 
m irror of the  g rand  conception, replacing certa in ty  w ith  contingency, 
universalism  w ith  relativism , and  dom ination w ith  p luralism . Seidm an 
(1994: 119) argued th a t postm odernism  involved rejection of the idea th a t 
social theory could provide a  blueprin t for progress and  liberation:

to revitalize sociological theory requires that we renounce scientism 
— that is the increasingly absurd attempt to speak Truth, to be an 
epistemologically privileged discourse. We must relinquish our quest for 
foundations or the search for one correct or grounded set of premises, 
conceptual strategy, and explanation.

Giddens (1990) suggested th a t the epistemological doubt th a t is central to 
postm odernist analysis actually  stem s from the ‘reflxivity’ a t  the h eart the 
m odernist project. He claim ed (1990: 38) th a t ‘the  reflexivity of m odem  
social life consists in  the  fact th a t social practices are constantly examined 
an d  reform ed in  th e  light of incom ing inform ation ab o u t those  veiy 
practices, th u s  constitutively altering their character’. A key feature of th is 
process, Giddens argued, h a s  been the  application of reflexivity to reason  
itself, a n  application th a t h as  draw n scientific claim s to rationality  into 
doubt. A lthough G iddens argued  th a t  the m odern ist root of reflexivity 
precludes the  adoption  of th e  label ‘postm odern’ he did recognise a n  
epistem ological problem  sh a re d  by m any who do m ain ta in  th a t  a  
distinctively different paradigm  is required (1990: 39):

Probably we are only now, in the late twentieth century, beginning to 
realise in a full sense how deeply unsettling this outlook is. For when the 
claims of reason replaced those of tradition, they appeared to offer a
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sense of certitude greater than that provided by preexisting dogma. But 
this idea only appears persuasive so long as we do not see that the 
reflexivity of modernity actually subverts reason, at any rate where 
reason is understood as the gaining of certain knowledge. Modernity is 
constituted in and through reflexively applied knowledge, bu t the 
equation of knowledge with certitude has turned out to be misconceived.
We are abroad in a world which is thoroughly constituted through 
reflexively applied knowledge, but where at the same time we can never 
be sure that any given element of that knowledge will not be revised.^

The m istake of M arxism, postm odernists argue, is th a t it a ssu m es  a n  
objectivity to the  world which can  be discovered by rigorous intellectual 
enquiry and  used  as an  explanandum  for all social, political, cultural, and  
ideological forms. In th e  context of the  M arxist conception of ‘race’ th is  
po in t is  sim ilar in  effect to th a t m ade by the  relative-autonom y model. 
Postm odem ity  goes further, though, in  th a t it does no t ju s t  refu te  th e  
direct link betw een ‘race’ and economic relations it actually challenges the 
ontological s ta tu s  of the  concepts. By throwing doubt on to the m odernist 
belief in  rationalism  and  certainty, postm odernism  questions the  ability of 
researchers to arrive a t any  final understand ing  of the  world they  inhabit. 
Indeed postm odernism  holds th a t the  two cannot be considered a s  though 
they were sep ara te  fields where researchers are som ehow objective and  
divorced from the  social situation  in  which they are rooted. Rosaldo (1994: 
171) argued th a t the  classical scientific dem and for objectivity is m isplaced 
and  th a t the notion th a t reserachers can  adopt ‘God’s eye view’ is naive:

in my view, social analysts can rarely, if ever, become detached 
observers. There is no Archimedean point from which to remove oneself 
from the mutual conditioning of social relations and human knowledge. 
Cultures and their “positioned subjects” are laced with power, and power 
is in turn shaped by cultural forms. Like form and feeling, culture and 
power are inextricably intertwined. In discussing forms of social 
knowledge, both of analysts and of human actors, one m ust consider 
their social positions. What are the complexities of the speaker’s social 
identity? What life experiences have shaped it? Does the person speak 
from a position of relative dominance of relative subordination?
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This said, the  postm odernist em phasis on all knowledge being subjective, 
local, and contingent becomes apparent. Lyon (1984: 11-12) described th is 
attribu te  of postmodernism:

The veiy possibility of acquiring knowledge or of giving an account of the 
world is called into question. Whereas one could observe how the 
structure of knowledge reflected the structure of the society that 
produced it — think of Weber’s studies of bureaucratic rationality in 
modernising Germany — the postmodern denies such structure in either 
knowledge or society. Farewell to ‘knowledge’ as once construed; welcome 
instead to circulating, pliable discourses.

The insistence  th a t social enquiry  can  seek  no m ore th a n  p artia l an d  
co n testab le  u n d ers tan d in g s  — w hich  are  not, it sh o u ld  be  added, 
in trinsically  superior to any o ther belief system  (Lyotard, 1993) — h as  
im portant im plications for the s tudy  of ‘race’. The contestation  th a t ‘race’ 
can  only be understood in  its local context, isolated from any fundam ental 
causality , w hich could never be known, is variously considered a s  a  
problem atic w eakness for an ti-racist agendas or, alternatively, as offering 
a  p lu ra lis t opportun ity  for previously  m arginalised  g roups to  en te r  
cu ltu ra l, social an d  educational a ren as  (Malik, 1996: 261-265). This 
dichotomy was described by Lather (1991, in  Cole and  Hill, 1995: 169) as 
th e  difference betw een the  ‘postm odern ism  of reaction’, deem ed to be 
cynical and  nihilistic, and  the ‘postm odernism  of resistance’, regarded as  
participatory and  p lura list. These com peting perspectives have unfolded 
am ongst fem inist academ ics, as  well as  in  other fields, some of whom (for 
example, Lovibond, 1990, d iscussed further below) regard postm odernism  
a s  a  dangerous and  divisive doctrine which overemphasises the differences 
betw een w om en’s experience, w here in  fact there  are  sim ilarities an d  
potential for unity. O thers, however, endorse the ‘resistance’ school, and  
su g g est th a t  th e  p o s tm o d ern  ce leb ra tio n  of difference allow s for 
m arginalised peoples, su c h  a s  m inority ethnic groups and  women, to 
engage in the  ‘new cu ltu ra l politics of difference’, which West (1993, 203-4) 
described:

Distinctive features of the new cultural politics of difference are to trash 
the monolithic and homogeneous in the name of diversity, multiplicity, 
and heterogeneity; to reject the abstract, general, and universal in the
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light of the concrete, specific, and particular; and to historicize, 
contextualize, and pluralize by highlighting the contingent, provisional, 
variable, tentative, shifting, and changing.

W hilst th is ambivalence abou t the  political implications of postm odernism  
cannot be resolved in this thesis, it does suggest a  serious problem  a t  the  
h eart of responses to racism . Although postm odernism  does encourage the 
recognition of the  partiality, contradiction, and  uneven n a tu re  of racism s, 
in  doing th is  it raises other, practical and  analytical, difficulties in  its  
denial of grand narratives. Even though it m ay be agreed th a t  rac ism  
can n o t sim ply be  explained in  te rm s of m eta-narra tives — be  they  
biologically or economically based  — it is equally tru e  th a t th e re  are  
them es w hich tra n scen d  p a rtic u la r  s ites  of racism . As F ra se r  an d  
Nicholson (1988: 378) point out:

There is no place in Lyotard’s universe for critiques of pervasive axes of 
stratification, for critiques of broad-based relations of dominance and 
subordination along lines like gender, race, and class.

The case studies explored in  th is thesis indicate th is point clearly — the 
n a tu re  of the rac ist discourse surrounding public disorder are different in  
each case b u t are no t entirely distinct, and  not all can be reduced to local 
con tingen t re la tio n s. They sh a re  som e overlapping fea tu res  w h ils t 
exhibiting others w hich a re  no t replicated in th e  other in stances u n d er 
review. If different case stud ies had  been examined there would have been, 
no doubt, o ther areas of overlap and  diverse aspects of each case would 
have been  distinct.

The postm odern insistence th a t social inquiry tu rn s  away from searching 
for universal tru th s , w hilst m aking a n  im portant epistemological point, 
ru n s  th e  risk  of reducing all to specific local contexts. This throw s up  
philosophical difficulties in  th a t the convergence of racist discourse across 
different spatial and  tem poral cases, a s  dem onstrated in the four chapters 
w hich follow, suggests som e degree of essen tia lism  is vital to a  full 
understanding . On a m ore practical level, the  pluralism  and  contingency 
celebrated by som e postm odernists also provides political problem s. As 
h as  been  m entioned, th is  h as  been a  feature of debates w ithin fem inism  
abou t reactions to postm odem ity. Lovibond’s (1990: 172) argum ent th a t 
the celebration of diversity and  pluralism  is problematic because it ignores
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the  convergence of women’s experience of sexism  applies equally to those 
whose identity is partly formed in  the  face of racism . The postm odernism  
of resis tan ce  is also politically naive in  ignoring th e  reality  of social 
stratification, and  the  im pact of macro-level forces upon individuals lives 
is unlikely to be challenged. As Lovibond (1990: 172) observed: *who will 
do w hat to whom u n d er the new  plura lism  is depressingly p red ictab le’. 
The view th a t differences betw een groups in  society are  the re su lt of a  
p lu ra lis tica lly  chosen  iden tity  a re  m isplaced, a s  M alik (1996: 252) 
suggested:

If this were true ... then racism would not be a problem. If we could 
choose identities like we choose our clothes every morning, if we could 
erect social boundaries from a cultural Lego pack, then racial hostility 
would be no different from disagreements between lovers of Mozart and 
those who prefer Charlie Parker, or between supporters of different 
football clubs. In other words there would be no social content to racial 
differences, simply prejudice borne out of a plurality of tastes or 
outlooks.

Sim ilar points can be m ade in  relation to postm odernism  and  antiracism . 
The h e a rt of the  concern  m ay be  expressed in the  notion th a t, while 
po stm o d ern ists  a re  s tre ss in g  th e  specificity an d  contingency of th e  
concept, racism  itself tends to th e  opposite direction: by relying upon  th e  
aggregation of individuals together, on m aking negative and  dangerous 
generalisations ab o u t ‘foreigners’, and  on  proposing p erm an en t fixed 
identities. It m ay be th e  case th a t th e  rac ist beliefs and  practices w hich 
follow from these  New R ig h t/‘New Racist’ (Barker, 1981) positions sire 
ontologically wrong bu t, as  Cole and  Hill argue (1995: 167):

postmodern analysis, with its stress on segmentation, differentiation, 
collective disempowerment, and its telos of individual desire, serves well 
the purpose of justifying and adumbrating marketised Radical Right 
projects.

As m entioned earlier a  sim ilar criticism  of postm odernism ’s inability to 
provide coherent political platform s is m ade in  the US context by Vieux 
(1994), w hen he suggests th a t the  neo-liberal movement centring aro u n d  
the  Reagan and  B ush presidencies in the 1980s went largely unchallenged 
by a  left ‘opposition’ diverted into a  postm odern cul-de-sac. Vieux (1994:
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28) argues th a t scapegoating m inority ethnic groups w as a  central feature 
of th e  neo-liberal project a n d  th a t, in  postm odernism , ‘one can  hard ly  
imagine a n  antagonist of neo-liberal theory less equipped to do battle  w ith 
its  ideas, in  either theoretical or practical form’.

This section has provided an  outline of postm odern critiques of M arxism in  
general, an d  in particu lar of th e  various neo-Marxist perspectives on ‘race’ 
th a t were identified earlier in  th is  thesis. It has  been  suggested th a t th e  
cen tra l philosophical fea tu re  of postm odernism  is an  epistem ological 
uncertain ty  which holds th a t explanations of the social world can  never be 
more th an  partial and  temporary. W hen these conditions are applied to the  
stu d y  of ‘race’ and  racism  it is ap p aren t that, w hilst they  offer som e 
salu tary  rem inders about the dangers of generalisation, other conceptual 
and  political difficulties are raised. The chief advantage of the  postm odern 
approach is th a t it encourages the  analysis of racialised relations in  their 
specific local context, and  so d irect a tten tion  tow ards th e  p lu ra lity  of 
racism s ra th e r th a n  a  singular racism  As is shown in  the chapters w hich 
follow racialised discourse varies from context to context and  can  not be 
sa tisfactorily  considered a s  a  unified coherent process. However, th e  
p o s tm o d ern  perspectives d e lin ea ted  also  su ffer from  fu n d a m e n ta l 
lim itations. As m any fem inist w riters have identified in  the context of 
studies of gender and  sexism, no t all aspects of social life can  be explained 
only in  term s of particu lar discreet circum stances. The case studies in  th is  
thesis  dem onstrate  tha t, w hilst there  a re  ou tstand ing  differences in  th e  
way racialised discourse applies in  any instance, there  are also im portant 
sim ilarities and  parallels. Postm odernism  is ill-equipped to deal w ith the  
s tru c tu ra l m acro-level d im ensions of racism , e ither conceptually  or 
politically.

Reconceptualising ‘race’: a  critically realist 

racialisation problematic

T his thesis  offers a  reconceptualisation  of the construction  of ‘race’ is 
w hich a ttem pts  to  overcome th e  problem s w ith th e  o ther app roaches 
d iscussed  in  th is  C hapter. The fram ework advanced here a ttem p ts  to 
su rm oun t the prevailing concern w ith th e  relationship between ‘race’ an d  
class. W ithout denying any link  between the two, it will be suggested th a t  
the  concern w ith th e  influence of class on the process of ‘race’ h as  led to
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two serious problem s. The firs t of th ese  is th a t  th e re  h a s  b een  a 
preoccupation w ith  developing th e  theoretical s ta tu s  of the concept of 
‘race* which h a s  m ean t th a t  th e  reality  of racialised  co n stru c tio n s  in  
p a rticu la r c ircum stances h a s  been  relegated to a  secondary  position 
beh ind  the theory. The second problem  is th a t  the  influence of o ther 
factors, apart from class, h as  also been relatively overlooked. The influence 
of th e  political, the  ideological, and  the  social is exam ined in  th e  case 
stud ies tha t are  considered in  the following chapters.

A nalysis  of th e  two b ro ad  th e o re tic a l cam p s of M arx ism  an d  
po stm o d ern ism  reveals a n  in te re s tin g  ten sio n  betw een  th em . The 
lim itations of reduction ist exp lanations of ‘race’ w ith in  M arxism  are  
directly m irrored by the equally problem atic inability of postm odernism  to 
d iscuss ‘race’ in  anything other th an  discreet isolated circum stances. Both 
th ese  debates can  inform an  approach  predicated upon  a  critical realist 
m ethod (Sayer, 1992). Both Marxism and  postm odernism  are based  upon 
a n  assum ption  th a t a  d istinction can  be draw n betw een the  objective 
reality  of the world and  our knowledge of it. M arxism, to p u t it simply, 
assum es th a t there is a  real form to the  world w hich is fixed an d  can  be 
uncovered. In term s of social science and  the particu lar debate addressed  
here, it is assum ed  th a t concepts su ch  as  class, economic exploitation, 
an d  production relations have an  independent s ta tu s : they are  real and  
discoverable. T he M arxist a p p ro a c h  su ffers  from  a n  over-arch ing  
determ inism  w hich holds th a t once a  theoretical fram ework is in  place to 
explain fundam ental s tru c tu re s  it is possible to ‘read  off su b seq u en t 
superstructu ra l forms, including racism .

The postm odern challenge suffers from the opposite lim itation. W hilst the 
critique of universalism  and  determ inism  is in  m any ways appealing, its 
explanatory power is seriously weakened. It m ay be th a t scientific enquiry 
canno t discover im m utable tru th s  abou t the n a tu re  of the  social world, 
b u t th is  need no t m ean th a t everything is reduced to m ere speculation in 
a n  environm ent w here no th ing  can  becom e m ore th a n  one n arra tive  
account am ongst many.

The racialisation  problem atic developed in th is  th esis  draw s u p o n  the 
critical realist position advanced by Sayer (1992). Figure 2.1 provides an  
illustration  of the  theoretical s tru c tu re  applied to the  four case studies,
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a n d  it is explained in  m ore detail la ter in  th is section. Sayer (1992: 5-6) 
identifies som e key ten e ts  of critical realism  w hich suggest th a t  the 
distinction between knowledge an d  em pirical reality is less clear-cut th an  
th e  debate between M arxism  an d  postm odernism  assum es. W hilst th is 
ap p ro ach  concedes a  certa in  reality  to independen t em pirical fact it 
m a in ta in s  th a t  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of social p h enom ena is  concept- 
dependen t and  th u s  socially based . In practice social sc ien tis ts  do no t 
in crease  knowledge sim ply by con tinued  observation an d  recording  of 
em pirical facts. Sayer (1992: 31) illu s tra te s  th is  by po in ting  ou t th a t 
researchers could observe for years individuals swapping sm all m etal discs 
a n d  p rin ted  pieces of paper b u t no t u n d e rs ta n d  w hat w as occurring 
w ith o u t som e, socially  p roduced , co ncep ts  of m oney, p rice , a n d  
transaction .

T he racialisation  problem atic developed in  th is thesis  bu ilds upon  th is  
philosophical position. It offers a  fram ew ork w hich acknow ledges the  
reality  of social circum stances w hich have enabled ideas ab o u t ‘race’ to 
proliferate. In doing so, however — and th is  is a  crucial point — a  critical 
s tan ce  tow ards the concept of ‘race’ itself is adopted. This is reflected in 
th e  em phasis central to this framework, b u t very different from the  liberal 
sociology of race relations, which is on the ideas and  stereotypes th a t have 
developed ab o u t ‘race’ in  the  p a rtic u la r  context of a  form er im perial 
society. As Sm all (1994: 33) h a s  argued, th e  use  of the  term  racialisation 
‘... redirects ou r prim ary concern from “race”, “race relations” and  black 
people to “racism s”, “racialised relations”, and  whites’.

D raw ing from  th e se  p o in ts , fou r re la ted  fea tu re s  c o n s titu te  th e  
racia lisa tion  problem atic form ulated in  th is  thesis. As outlined  in  the  
introduction and  elaborated upon  here, these  are that:

• ideas abou t ‘race’ in  any  one period cannot be divorced from th e  
specific context in  question. One implication of this is tha t, contrary 
to M arxist accounts, th e  n a tu re  of racialised discourse cannot be 
accurately predicted on th e  basis  of a  pre-existing theory. Instead  
the dynamics of a  particu lar context inform the way in w hich ideas 
about ‘race’ appear. Cognisance of th e  local spatia l an d  tem poral 
d im ensions of rac ia lised  u n d e rs ta n d in g s  of p a rtic u la r  events
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enables the contradictory and  m ultifaceted n a tu re  of racism , w hich 
forms part of the th ird  feature, to be recognised;

• racialised debates also  draw  upon  prevailing h istorical d iscourse 
w hich interact w ith th e  specific contexts. A lthough th e  ‘salience of 
th e  particular’ (Keith, 1993: 12) is recognised in  th is  approach, no t 
everything can be reduced to th e  local and  the  constitu tive role of 
m ore general racialised  d iscourse m u st also be considered. The 
im portance of analysing  s tru c tu ra l and  ideological fea tu res  of 
racialised thought reflects the criticism  of postm odernism  outlined 
above, which w as th a t it was unab le  to recognise b roader m acro­
level social featu res th a t im pinge upon  otherw ise diverse local 
phenom ena. The critical realist approach developed in  th is  thesis  
allows analysis which synthesises local and  m ore general features 
of racialised discourse;

• racialisation is an  inconsistent, contradictory, and  m ultidirectional 
process. Different stereotypes an d  them es are  directed a t diverse 
groups and  internally contradictory argum ents can  be identified. It 
m ay be th a t racialised d iscourse does n o t always involve overtly 
negative ev a lu a tio n  of th o se  involved b u t, u ltim a te ly , th e  
deployment of stereotypes, even w here they are apparently  ‘positive’, 
d is to rts  rea lity  a n d  h a s  dam aging  p o ten tia l co n seq u en ces .4 
F u rtherm ore , rac ia lised  d isco u rse  m ay n o t explicitly refer to 
biological, genetic or cu ltu ra l them es and  m ay be advanced in  an  
apparently  ‘colour-blind’ m anner. This is app aren t in  som e of th e  
reactions to the  B roadw ater Farm  disorders analysed in  C hapter 
Five, which were often inherently  racialised b u t were p resented  in 
apparently  neu tra l ‘colour-blind’ term s of debates ab o u t inner-city 
decline, family breakdown, or ‘problem  youth’;

• racialised discourse articu la te  w ith other them es, in  th is thesis the 
correspondence betw een  racialised  ideas an d  those  re la ting  to 
gender an d  sexuality  are  often highlighted. To som e extent th is  
feature follows on from the first outlined, in th a t the specific context 
in  w hich rac ia lised  u n d e rs tan d in g s  a re  generated  will p a rtly  
determ ine w hich o ther concepts are  draw n upon. This process of 
articu la tion  also reflects the assertio n  th a t  racialised  ideas are  
complex and  diverse.
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The racialisation  problem atic w hich forms th e  fram ew ork of th is  thesis  
develops the  work of ‘a  num ber of w riters [who] have attem pted to u se  
these  concepts to analyse the process by which race h as  been socially and  
politically constructed  in  specific historical, political and  in s titu tio n a l 
contexts’ (Solomos, 1993: 31). The insistence th a t th is  process of boundary  
fo rm atio n  a n d  iden tity  c rea tio n  develops over tim e is of c e n tra l 
im portance, as  the  history of th is  process h as  a  constitutive effect on its 
ac tu a l deployment in any particu lar period.

It should  no t be assum ed from the  first point above th a t racialised ideas 
are  them selves real or true: the fact th a t they are bu ilt around  a  belief in 
the  existence of d istinct cu ltu ra l or biological groups m eans th a t  they  
cannot be. A common example of racialised thought in  th e  case stud ies in  
th is thesis revolves around the notion th a t the presence of a  certain group, 
for example, th e  m igrants from the  Caribbean who settled in N ottingham  
during  the m id-1950s, h ad  a  detrim ental im pact u p o n  the  em ploym ent 
opportunities and  living conditions of indigenous communities. Now, these 
judgem ents — w hich con tribu ted  to very real violent confrontations — 
could  be considered  a s  a  m ix tu re  of t ru th  an d  falsehood, fac t a n d  
supposition , an d  the racialisation  problem atic allows u s  to u n d e rs tan d  
th is  m ore clearly. F irst, th e  m ateria l c ircum stances in which th e  w hite 
population lived were dem onstrably poor. For example, a  survey referred to 
in C hapter Four (Coates and  S ilbum , 1967) suggested th a t the  S t A nn’s 
d istric t of N ottingham  w here d istu rb an ces occurred in  1958 did suffer 
higher levels of deprivation th an  o ther areas. The unofficial inquiry  into 
the events a t Broadwater Farm  in  1985 also revealed social and  economic 
deprivation (Gifford, 1986). Having reviewed research  which m easured , 
counted, and  recorded som e empirical facts it is clear th a t there w as some 
reality to the context in w hich the disorders took place.

However, w hat also has to be recognised is th a t the racialised beliefs th a t 
held various m igrant groups to be  responsible for the  stra ined  m ateria l 
circum stances were either not tru e  or unverifiable. If a n  earlier example is 
considered again, it can  be shown, for instance, th a t m igrants from the  
C aribbean arriving in London during  the 1950s were no t responsible for 
the  unem ploym ent an d  housing  problem s of those  areas, as d iscussed  
fu rther in C hapter Four. This aspect of the racialised understanding , can
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be show n to be  false, by reference to empirical sources. O ther aspects of 
th e  racialised discourse are no t open to verification in  th is  way, b u t a re  a  
m a tte r of belief, cu lture , an d  ideology. A key asp ec t of th e  com plaints 
m ade against the black sailors in  Liverpool was th a t they posed a  ‘th rea t to 
th e  morality* of white women of the  city. As is analysed in  m ore detail in  
C hap ter Two, th is w as a  confused and  contradictory com plaint, w hich 
cannot be tested against fact, since it is essentially a  m atter of judgem ent - 
— w hat does ‘th rea t to m orality’ m ean?. Such  arg u m en ts  have been  a  
fam iliar fea ture  of racialised debates in British society, a  fact borne ou t by 
their recurrence in the afterm ath of the disorders in  1958-59, d iscussed in  
C hapter Four. This em phasis on the  continuities in  racialised ideas over 
tim e reflects an o th e r advantage of th is  conceptual approach . As Sm all 
(1994: 33) suggests, the racialisation problematic refers to *... a  process of 
a ttrib u tio n  w hich h a s  been unfolding over time, an d  w hich continues to 
unfold’.

Figure 2: The Critical Realist Racialisation Problematic
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Figure 2 illu s tra te s  som e of th e  key po in ts  ab o u t th e  rac ia lisa tio n  
problem atic developed in  th is  thesis  and  its relation to th e  case studies. 
The approach adopts the  m ethod outlined by Gilbert (1993: 23) whereby, 
in  keeping w ith critical realism , conceptual tools are  problem atised and  
u sed  to exam ine particu la r social phenom ena. G ilbert (22-25) suggests 
th a t  theory can  be considered in  two analytically d istinct ways: as theory 
by induction, an d  a s  theory by deduction. The form er occurs w hen the  
re se a rc h e r  observes a  ran g e  of cases, sea rch in g  for s im ila ritie s, 
differences, and  patterns, and  uses  th is  empirical inform ation to generate 
theoretical models. The deductive m ethod foregrounds th e  im portance of 
theory a  priori to empirical enquiry — it uses a  prevailing theoretical model 
and  applies it to the particu lar case in  hand. Of course, in  the practice of 
research  bo th  m ethods become intertw ined: as  particu lar cases throw  u p  
data, existing theory is refined before being subsequently  reapplied. In this 
thesis, however, the  deductive approach  is em phasised in  the  d iscussion 
of the  case s tud ies  as  the racialisation problem atic is being applied to a  
new  se t of s itu a tio n s. By foregrounding the  theoretical paradigm , the 
problem atic n a tu re  of th e  concept of ‘race’, an d  its  s ta tu s  a s  a  social 
s tructure , is highlighted.

Having outlined the  m ethod which lies behind Figure 2, it is appropriate to 
d iscuss the  relations between the com ponents in  more detail. In  the lower 
p art of th e  diagram  are  the  four case stud ies d iscussed  in  th e  following 
chapters. They a re  grounded in m aterial reality: the socio-economic and  
political context — ho u sin g  an d  unem ploym ent problem s, local an d  
national politics, an d  so on — in w hich each event occurred. The shapes 
which figuratively represen t each of them  are different, indicating th a t the 
spatial and  tem poral character of each was distinct to th a t case, and  th a t 
the actual chain of events w as also specific to it. It should also be observed 
th a t the events are no t entirely subsum ed within m aterial reality, b u t th a t 
they are  also socially constructed  an d  m ediated. On a  m acro-level th is  
m ight m ean th a t the  events assum e some broad symbolic role w ithin wider 
debates — for example, i t  is argued in  C hapter Four th a t  the  events of 
1958-59 becam e h arb in g ers  of perceived social transfo rm ation . At a  
micro-level, th is social construction of disorder m ay take place around  the 
interactions of key local players or the significance of certain  locations to 
em ergent events. Keith (1993) m akes a  sim ilar point abou t the im portance 
of symbolic ‘frontlines’ in  the  riots of 1981 in London, and  it is argued in

57



Marxism, Postmodernism, and the R acialisation  Problematic

C hap ter Five th a t  locally-produced expectations of d iso rder were a n  
im portant factor in  the  case of the 1985 u n rest a t Broadwater Farm.

J u s t  a s  the  case stud ies cannot be completely reduced to m aterial reality, 
they  do not constitu te the  en tire sphere th a t could be stud ied  using  th is  
fram ework. Obviously, it is im portan t to recognise th a t o ther events a t  
o th e r tim es in  different p laces could have been legitim ately selected. 
According to Gilbert’s (1993) notion of ‘theory by induction’, a  different 
choice of case studies would provide a  different account of th e  process of 
racialisation. However, selectivity is an  inevitable ta sk  of th e  researcher 
an d  the  ra tionale  by w hich these particu la r cases have been  chosen h as  
a lre a d y  b e e n  o u tlined  in  th e  d isc u ss io n  of m ethodology in  th e  
Introduction.

The racialisation  problem atic th a t is being used to exam ine these  p art-  
m aterial part-constructed  events is a  heuristic device, allowing for a  wide 
range of micro- and  macro-level analysis to be synthesised in  order to gain 
a  greater explanation  of how ideas ab o u t ‘race’ in  B ritish  society have 
developed over time and  have closely connected w ith  them es of law an d  
order. This is represented  in Figure 2 by the various concepts w hich a re  
linked to th e  ‘rac ia lisa tion  problem atic’ shaded  box. The b roken  lines 
w hich link them  represen t both  the two way natu re  of th is  articulation and  
the  epistemological difficulty of considering them  apart. For example, even 
though gender inhab its a  different categorical space in  th is diagram , w hen 
individual instances are  considered — su ch  as  the role of sexual relations 
in  the  case of Liverpool in  1919 — it is often impossible to d istinguish  the  
dividing point between the  two. Those concepts which feature particularly  
strongly in dialogue w ith racialised discourse in this s tudy  are identified in  
th e  diagram. The presence of ‘x’, ‘y’, and  ‘z’ indicates th a t the catalogue of 
possible concepts involved is large.

Having used  th e  racia lisa tion  problem atic to exam ine these  p a rticu la r 
events, and considered the  broader them es w ith w hich it h as  articulated, 
som e broader explanation of the n a tu re  of ‘race’ and  law and  order is th en  
possible. However, it is no t suggested th a t such  an  explanation would be 
valid when applied to all cases. It is w orth reiterating th a t the  selection of 
different initial cases would, no doubt, produce resu lts  with m ore or less 
d is tin c t findings. In  th a t  sense, th e  postm odern  critique of M arxist
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determ inism  and the  quest for the  grand narrative h as  been  recognised. 
The advantage of th is  approach, though, is th a t th e  opposite tra p  is also 
avoided, as  the co-im portance of m ateria l reality  and  socially-created 
d iscourse  to a  full u n d e rs tan d in g  is  also acknowledged. The analysis  
produced can  be relied u p o n  w ith som e certainty in  term s of th e  events 
considered, b u t its provisional n a tu re  is also recognised. The broken  line 
w hich su rro u n d s  th e  ‘exp lanation’ box in  the  diagram  is in ten d ed  to 
rep resen t the ultim ate transience of th e  analysis offered and  its  openness 
to development and  reform ulation in th e  light of fu ture research  studies.

Summitry and conclusion

One purpose of th is Chapter h as  been to offer a  review of theories of ‘race’ 
th a t draw  upon  a  M arxist tradition. It is suggested th a t all of these  sh are  
a n  unhelpful preoccupation th a t h as  m eant there  h as  been a  concern to 
locate th e  s ta tu s  of ‘race’ w ithin a social theory th a t prioritises the  role of 
class. W hilst there are, as  Solomos (1986) argues, differences w ithin th is  
tradition  which m eans th a t it is not possible to ta lk  of a  ‘M arxist trad ition’ 
in  any  fully coherent sense, it h as  been  show n th a t  all of those  au th o rs  
d iscussed share the  basic prem ise th a t ‘race’ is somehow dependent u p o n  
m ore fundam ental class relations. Instead , a  less determ inistic position 
should  be  afforded to class re lations and, relatedly, g rea ter a tten tio n  
should  be paid to th e  reality  of particu lar social settings and  the  role of 
o ther influences. The re la tionsh ip  betw een conceptions of ‘race ’ a n d  
n a tio n a lism , c u ltu re , g en d er re la tio n s , an d  th e  b ro a d e r  p o litica l 
environm ent is explored fu rther in C hapter Six.

The issue of determ inism  h a s  been a  m ajor feature of the broad  critique 
m ade of M arxism by those w ithin th e  postm odern tradition. It h a s  been  
argued  in  th is  C hap ter th a t  the  re su lta n t em phasis  on th e  localised, 
specific, and  tem porary  s ta tu s  of knowledge, ab o u t racism  or any th ing  
else, reflects an  im portan t feature of the  racialisation problem atic w hich is 
advanced in th is  thesis . However, there  are significant ontological an d  
political problems w ith th is  approach. In the former category is th e  issue  
of how it can be possible to ta lk  abou t s tru c tu ra l macro-level dim ensions 
of racism  if any reification is eschewed. Second, and  in common with
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m any feminists, it h as  been  show n th a t the political reach  of an ti-racism  
becom es m uch  restricted  by a  position which em phasises difference and  
flux.

Explanations from au tho rs  su ch  a s  Hall et o l  (1978) and  the CCCS (1982) 
of th e  construction of ‘race ’ during  the 1970s have been  d iscussed  and  
criticised . To claim  th a t  ‘race ’ becam e a  fea tu re  of B ritish  political 
d iscourse a s  p a rt of th e  New Right’s  position in  a  ‘b a ttle  of hegem ony’ 
during  the  early 1970s betrays a  sim plistic understand ing  of th e  concept. 
It is no t suggested th a t ‘race’ did n o t occupy a  crucial place during  th is  
era, or even th a t this w as som ething which h ad  no t occurred to the  sam e 
extent during  th e  1950s an d  1960s. Such notions of ‘race’, cu ltu re  and  
nationhood  w ere not, however, p a rticu la r to th is  era. They w ere no t 
deployed in  any  straightforw ard sense  in response to a  more fundam ental 
s tru c tu ra l change. Rather ‘race’ played an im portant p a rt in  the ideological 
struggles of th e  period precisely because of its historical resonance. If this 
is overlooked th e n  ex p lan a to ry  power is  reduced . It c a n  s till be 
dem onstrated  th a t  ‘race’ w as a n  im portan t constituen t of politics during 
th is time. However, it is only possible to understand  why and how th is was 
th e  case by exam ining th e  term  bo th  as  a  process an d  as  a  concept 
employed in particu lar contexts. It h as  been show n th a t the racialisation 
problematic allows such  insights to emerge.

However, th is  disavowal of a  determ inistic conception of ‘race’ does not 
m ean th a t b roader links can n o t be  m ade betw een these  different tim es 
and  places. In o ther w ords, the  postm odernist insistence on the  local and  
th e  specific is also  confusing  a n d  unhelpful. The advan tage of the  
racialisation problem atic advocated in  this thesis  is th a t it allows for the  
consideration of the  relations betw een the s tru c tu ra l and  the contingent, 
the  macro- and  micro-level, th e  reality of social relations and  the im pact of 
discourse and  ideology.

For th is  reason, the ‘race -c la ss’ debate  th a t  h as  occupied neo-M arxist 
w riters for the la s t two decades or so m isunderstands the reality  of the 
concept of ‘race’. It is unhelp fu l to reify ‘race’ into a macro-level concept 
an d  seek an  u ltim ate m eaning  for it. Identity is in p a rt contingent on 
context. This does not m ean  th a t ‘race’ can never exist a t  a more general 
level or th a t it is purely a  m atter of abstract discourse — the construction
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of black youth  as  criminal, for example, does influence the criminal ju stice  
system  and  it would be arrogant to suggest th a t somehow th is  is not a  real 
experience for m any  people . U ltim ately , how ever, s u c h  g en era l 
c o n s tru c tio n s  depend u p o n  th e  ex istence of a  p a r tic u la r  con tex t. 
E ssentially  ‘race’ exists in  a t  lea s t two places a t  once. In  a  p a rticu la r 
context w hich may n o t be tran sfe rab le  to any  other, and  a s  p a rt of a  
process of ‘race’ which has its own m om entum  and influence.

The im plication for the m anner in  w hich ‘race’ is conceptualised m ay be 
th a t  it is  necessary  to avoid search ing  for a  definitive location of th e  
concept. R ather, it needs to be considered in  th e  d iscreet and  specific 
areas in  w hich it is produced. This does no t m ean th a t ‘race’ does not have 
any  independent identity applicable across time an d  place b u t ra th e r th a t  
i t  is alw ays m ediated th rough  specific experiences and  contexts. O ne 
purpose of the  following ch ap te rs  is to illu stra te  exactly how  th is  h a s  
occurred in  four particu lar Taw and  order’ s ituations. It is argued in  th e  
conclusion th a t one key feature w hich sp an s  all th e  case s tud ies  is th e  
strong articulation between racialised ideas and  them es of law and  order 
in  British society.

The events outlined in  the  four case s tu d ies  w hich have been  selected 
cannot be  understood as  either entirely based  in m aterial reality, no r a s  
entirely a  m atte r of ideology or free-floating discourse. The advantage of 
th e  critica l rea lis t ra c ia lisa tio n  p rob lem atic  is  th a t  it  en ab les  a  
consideration of the interplay of all of these factors in  and betw een specific 
cases w ithout becom ing u ndu ly  concerned to estab lish  th e ir  ontological 
status.

The analy tic  com plexity th a t  th e  rac ia lisa tio n  prob lem atic  allows is 
reflected in  the m ultilayered an d  m ultifaceted n a tu re  of th e  d iscussion  
w hich follows. One central hypothesis will be tested  therein. This is th a t  
th e  u n d erstan d in g  of ‘race’ in  any  s itu a tio n  is con tingen t u p o n  two 
distinct, b u t related, se ts  of relations. One is the  specific locale in w hich 
th e  situation  occurs, an d  th e  specific n a tu re  of the  event w hich can  be 
considered, analytically a t  least, a s  sep ara te  from o ther situ a tio n s an d  
relations. Often th is will be precisely the kind of local m aterial realities — 
su c h  as  housing  conditions or p a rticu la r  crim e problem s — already  
mentioned. By considering discreet instances of public disorder it is hoped
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th a t the problem  of reification th a t Keith (1993) alerts u s  to, whereby the 
n u an ces  of specific events a re  lost in  th e  quest for a  m ore general 
understand ing  of wider processes, will be avoided. The case stud ies th a t 
follow will examine how racialised ideas informed th e  reaction  of various 
parties to instances of disorder th a t  occurred in  1919, 1936, 1958 and  
1985.

The o ther set of relations th a t will be  considered reflect th e  assertion  th a t 
it is the process of racialisation w hich should be considered. The relatively 
fixed n a tu re  of the M arxist analysis of ‘race’ was rem arked upon  earlier 
and  th is approach overcomes th is problem. In other words, it is suggested 
th a t the history of racialised ideas h a s  a  bearing on the  way in which ‘race’ 
is understood and  acted upon in any  given circum stance. It is also shown, 
th a t th is  process of constructing racialised discourse does not occur in  a  
uniform  or linear fashion. Rather, the ir ideological development is always 
grounded in  specific local relations w hich will no t always correspond or 
articu la te  w ith those th a t w ent before. Racialisation does no t occur a s  a 
response to the needs of the economic base, although th is  does have some 
role to play, nor does it reflect biological or cultural reality, a lthough the  
belief in  su ch  a  reality is also influential. Instead, the concept of ‘race’ is 
co n tin u a lly  sh ifting  an d  sifted  th ro u g h  p a r tic u la r  cond itions an d  
influences. This insistence on the role of ‘race’ as  a  process m eans th a t 
Miles’ (1993) assertion  th a t some degree of essentialism  h as  to be present, 
even if only implicitly, is no t forgotten. However, the search  for a  grand 
narrative which can  explain ‘race’ in  all m anifestations is avoided.

The relationship between these two aspects of the construction of ‘race’ is 
exam ined in  the  conclusion to th is  work. The connections betw een the 
process of racialisation which cu ts  across and  influences the  various case 
stud ies and  the specific un d erstan d in g s  of ‘race’ w hich a re  p articu la r to 
each  inc iden t a re  explored. E ach  case s tu d y  is in fluenced  by the  
conceptions of ‘race’ th a t have gone before and, in tu rn , influences those 
th a t follow. However, th is  does no t occur in a  determ inistic fashion, b u t is 
always ultim ately contingent upon particu lar contexts.
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Etndnotes

1 Rex (1970: 3-4) outlines six key findings of the UNESCO report on the 
biological s ta tu s  of race: (i) th a t  h u m a n  popula tions rep re sen t a  
continuum  and  th a t the  genetic diversity w ithin groups is a s  g reat as 
th a t between them: (ii) th a t observable h u m an  characteristics are  the  
resu lt of biology an d  environm ent ra th e r  th a n  inheritance; (iii) th e  
various characteristics grouped together a s  racial and  sa id  to be 
transm itted  en bloc are  in  fact tran sm itted  individually: (iv) h u m an  
beings belong to a  single species an d  a re  derived from a  com m on 
stock; (v) although different h u m an  groups may be loosely referred to 
a s  ‘races’ it is no t justifiable to a ttrib u te  cu ltu ra l ch aracteris tics  to 
genetic inheritance; (vi) h u m an  evolution h as  been greatly affected by 
migration and  cultural evolution and  the  capacity to advance is shared  
by all homo sapiens.

2 Collins (1990) argued th a t an  Afrocentric fem inist epistemology can  be 
identified w hich is based  u p o n  th e  personal experience of b lack  
wom en an d  is characterised  by em otion, e th ics an d  reason . She 
suggested th a t white feminism seeks to question the  position of m en 
in  social h ierarchies, w hilst b lack  fem inism  questions th e  ac tu a l 
hierarchy of oppression itself.

3 G iddens’ (1990: 51) assertio n  th a t  ‘we have m ot moved beyond 
modernity b u t are living precisely through a  phase of its radicalisation’ 
reflects w ider concerns th a t th e  concept of postm odem ity  is being 
applied prem aturely. Crook, Pakulski and  W aters (1992), for example, 
preferred th e  term  ‘p o stm o d em isa tio n ’, and  suggested  th a t  th e  
intellectual shifts described in  th is  section of the thesis am o u n t to a n  
ongoing development ra ther th a n  a  decisive b reak  with modernity. The 
au th o rs  d iscu ssed  here  b roadly  agree on th e  ch a rac te ris tic s  of 
in tellectual doubts about tru th , rationality  an d  scientific m ethods, 
even though they disagree about the terminology used  to denote it.

4  Cole (1996) d iscu ssed  th e  ex ten t to w hich  seem ingly positive 
stereotypes shou ld  be considered  ra c is t an d  argued  th a t, s ince  
ultim ately negative consequences resu lt, they should  be counted  as  
such . He gives several exam ples of su ch  stereotypes, including th a t 
which suggests th a t African C aribbean you th  are  good a t sports. He 
suggested th a t ‘... like m ost stereotypes it is distorted and  m isleading 
and  typically appears  as  p a rt of a  d iscourse w hich works to justify  
b lack  ch ild ren’s exclusion from  academ ic activ ities’ (1996: 450). 
Another illustration Cole provided was the stereotype th a t Jew s are  an  
especially intelligent or superior ‘race’, a  perception which, he pointed 
out, partly led to the  holocaust.
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Chapter Two: Liverpool, 1919: ‘...To Make An 
Honest Bread’?

Introduction

The riots th a t occurred in  Liverpool during  Ju n e  1919 were ju s t  one of a 
series of disorders th a t happened in various p a rts  of B ritain during  th a t 
year. Not all the o ther inciden ts were understood  in  racialised  term s. 
Indeed, there  was u n rest in Liverpool during A ugust 1919 w hich occurred 
during  th e  only police strike th a t  has occurred in  Britain. D isorder broke 
o u t elsew here during  m any events held to celebrate the  A rm istice. In 
Luton, for example, the  town hall w as razed to th e  ground by rio ters 
angered a t  their exclusion from the official Peace Day celebrations. The 
rio ts considered in  th is  C hapter share  m any sim ilarities to o thers w hich 
occurred in  London, Glasgow, Cardiff, Newport an d  Newcastle-upon-Tyne 
around  th e  sam e time. All were characterised  by hostility betw een w hite 
residen ts and  black, largely male, com m unities regarding, am ongst o ther 
things, employment on ships sailing from those ports.

The a ttack s  consisted  of a ssa u lts  on b lack  residen ts  in  th e  s tre e ts  of 
Liverpool an d  arson  a ttacks on their lodging houses. In one case, su ch  a  
confrontation led directly to th e  death  of a  young b lack sailor, C harles 
W ootton. W ootton w as chased  by undercover police officers from  his 
lodging h o u se  in  U pper P itt S tree t to th e  Q ueen’s Dock w here a  crowd 
began to a ttack  and  bea t him. Although the  police tried to protect him  they 
w ere b ea ten  back  by the  crowd. The Chief C onstable’s report into the 
d isturbances noted th a t ‘he [Wootton] either jum ped, was sw ept or throw n 
into the dock and drowned b u t it was too dark  to say how he actually  got 
there’. * The inquest into h is dea th  could only conclude th a t he  died by 
drow ning, no firm  evidence of how he cam e to be in  th e  w ater ever 
emerged. Wootton appears to have been the  only fatality arriving from the 
disorders in  Liverpool, a lthough  there w ere o ther deaths elsewhere, for 
example in  Cardiff w here th ree b lack m en were killed (Fiyer, 1984: 303). 
Nonetheless, the severity of the  events and  their extrem e violence rem ain  
apparent.
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The extent of th e  attacks grew so great th a t hundreds of b lack people were 
removed into police custody for th e ir  own protection an d  an  ‘an ti-b lack  
reign of terror raged in  Liverpool’ (Fryer, 1984: 301). One young m an, 
newly arrived in  England a t  the  tim e of the  disorders, recalled how  the 
clim ate in  Liverpool changed:

Suddenly you couldn’t go out. White people in groups started roaming 
and anytime they saw a black man: “There’s a nigger, get him!, get him!”.
They used to come from all over to hunt black people to beat them up. It 
became a bit of fun for them. 2

In th e  report of the Chief C onstable of M erseyside into the  ‘race rio ts’ a  
detailed descrip tion of the  bu ild -up  in  tension  and  th e  developm ent of 
sm all-scale  fracas into m ore serious and  w idespread  d isorder can  be 
found. Several days after the  death  of W ootton the in tensity  of the  a ttacks 
was escalating and  three b lack Americans received non-fatal s tab  wounds:

On the ninth and tenth [of June] a well-organised gang, consisting 
principally of youths and young men, soldiers and sailors, ages of most 
of them ranging from sixteen to thirty years and who split up into 
different gangs, savagely attacking, beating, and stabbing every Negro 
they could find in the street, many of the Negroes had to be removed 
under police escort to Great George Street fire station for their own 
safety. When no more Negroes were seen on the street these gangs began 
to attack the Negroes’ houses ... and in some cases they completely 
wrecked them.

At times the crowd of rioters would number from 8,OCX) to 10,000 people 
and they kept the disturbance going on for two days and nights, during 
which time the strength of the police was so severely taxed and they were 
so over-powered that no arrests could be effected.^

A rrests m u st have followed a t som e stage, since fu rth e r details of the  
n a tu re  of the disorders a re  found in  press reports of su b seq u en t court 
cases. A report in  th e  Daily Telegraph on 13 J u n e  1919 is a  typical 
example:
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Police evidence was that the prisoners were on the roof of a house 
occupied by Negroes. They broke up slates and threw them on the 
Negroes, three of whom were badly injured. It was also alleged that the 
accused had attempted to set fire to another house.

This C hapter explores the reasons why these  d istu rbances occurred an d  
th e  n a tu re  of the reactions to them . The perceived role of ‘race’ evident 
th ro u g h o u t these  p rocesses is th e n  exam ined. It is argued  th a t  th e  
disorders were understood in racialised term s so th a t th e  hostility tow ards 
th e  black victim s of the  violence w as conceived as a  n a tu ra l outcome of a 
‘m ulti-racial’ community. This effectively m eant th a t th e  blam e for w hat 
happened w as focused on the b lack com m unity living in  Liverpool. M uch 
of the m ateria l analysed here is draw n from national p ress reports. This 
reflects the  fact th a t th e  events elicited little com m ent from politicians or 
o ther sources. First, though, the  background and context of the disorders 
is discussed.

Background and context

The Liverpool ‘race rio ts ’ of 1919 occurred during  a  period of extrem e 
socia l chan g e  a t th e  end of W orld W ar One a n d  th e  su b se q u e n t 
dem obilisation  of so ld iers an d  sa ilo rs. M any of th o se  dem obilised 
experienced a  s ta rk  d isjunctu re  between the  rhetorical claim s of Lloyd 
George’s ‘Land Fit for Heroes’ and  the  reality of unem ploym ent which faced 
so many. Jenk inson  (1993: 92) shows that, betw een November 1918 an d  
M arch 1919, more th a n  2 ,100 ,000  ‘o ther ra n k s ’ w ere dem obilised a n d  
reports, bo th  in  the  m edia an d  elsewhere, of th e  Liverpool d isorders 
suggest th a t  it was precisely th is  section of the  population  who w ere 
involved in  the  u n rest. The en su ing  com petition for scarce jobs w as 
undoubtedly a  key factor behind th e  riots and, in Liverpool as  elsewhere, 
th is  focused upon em ploym ent opportunities in th e  m erchan t navy, a  
feature th a t is discussed a t greater length below.

It w as th is  com petition for em ploym ent th a t transform ed perceptions of 
the  local black population as an  im portant group of m igrant workers into a 
scapegoat for the fru stra tions an d  anger of the w hite rioters. The b lack  
population in  Liverpool had  been  settled since the end of the  N ineteenth 
Century and  had  arrived largely a s  a  resu lt of the presence of the  E lder
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D em pster sh ipping  com pany in  th e  city. Elder D em pster sailed m any 
rou tes to W est Africa and  w as a  m ajor employer of b lack  seam en  who 
formed a  cheaper labour force th a n  could be recruited  in  Liverpool. One 
illustration of the  im portance of th e  company to th e  b lack  com m unity in 
Liverpool is th a t one m an interviewed, who arrived in  B rita in  in  1917, 
claimed tha t, as a  young boy in  S ierra Leone, th e  only place in  England 
know n to him  (apart from London) w as Liverpool, an d  th a t  th is  w as 
because  the  shipping line — w hich w as so im portan t to th e  Freetow n 
economy — was based in the city.

Estim ates of the num ber of b lack residents of Liverpool a t  th e  tim e of the 
d istu rbances vary from between 2 ,000 to 5 ,000.4 No doub t m ore exact 
estim ates are  unobtainable because of the  transitory n a tu re  of a  sea-faring 
com m unity. Unsurprisingly, given the ir occupation, the com m unity w as 
concentrated  around  the docks area  of Liverpool. D uring th e  G reat W ar 
m any of th e  b lack  population were employed in  th e  m erch an t m arine. 
Some of these sh ips were used to bring soldiers from the United S ta tes to 
Europe and  o thers transported foodstuffs and o ther m aterials. A group of 
d isgruntled  form er seam en, who left B ritain for th e  C aribbean after the 
War, described their role to the Acting Governor of Jam aica:

for a period of 4 V2 years Iwe] served in the interests of the Empire ... as 
soldiers, sailors, merchant marine sea-faring men, sailing to the four 
comers of the globe conveying foodstuffs and all other war materials to 
the mother country. When white men bluntly refused to do so we true 
loyal subjects of the West Indies risked our lives for King and E m p ire .^

As was th e  case during  the Second World War, th e  dem ands of the  w ar 
economy during th e  period 1914-18 enabled m any to en ter th e  workplace 
w ho w ere o th erw ise  excluded. C o n tem p o ran eo u s a c c o u n ts  from  
new spapers suggest th a t the black  population found it relatively easy to 
obtain work during the  W a r , 6 as  did women, in  m unitions factories, for 
example. It is interesting to note th a t the  white women of Liverpool did not 
feature heavily in  th e  sub seq u en t a ttack s  on the  black  com m unity and  
often intervened to try  and prevent violence occurring. W hether th is  w as 
due  to a  com m on w artim e experience cannot be readily  ascerta ined , 
although the role of gender in  explanations of the  riots is d iscussed  m ore 
fully later in th is thesis. This reflects a  central feature of the  racialisation
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problematic, w hich is to explore th e  articulation between ideas abou t ‘race’ 
and  other socially-generated concepts, such  a s  gender.

Explaining the disorders

F our aspects emerge in  the  reactions to th e  events in  Liverpool in  Ju n e  
1919. Most of the  evidence h as  been  derived from p ress  reports, police 
files, and  Colonial Office records. The them es are: concern ab o u t sexual 
relations between black m en and  w hite women; the com petition for jobs; 
notions of citizenship and  difference in  respect of the various parties to the 
violence; and  the  loyalty of the black m igrants to British society.

Fears surrounding miscegenation
Expressions of fear concerning possible and actual m iscegenation between 
w hite w om en an d  b lack  m en in  Liverpool do no t ap p ear a s  prim ary 
explanations of th e  rioting. None of the  national papers exam ined, except 
The Times, highlighted th is  issue in  headlines or in  the  first of th e  articles 
reporting the d isturbances. Rather, the  press began to refer to the  fears of 
m iscegenation th a t the  white rio ters may have had  a s  explanations and 
accounts of th e  events th a t had  unfolded began to be sought. The Times, 
for example, explained, by way of background information, that:

during the war the colony of coloured men in Liverpool, largely West 
Indians, increased until the men now number about 5,000. Many have 
married Liverpool women, and while it is admitted that some have made 
good husbands, the intermarriage of black men and white women, not to 
mention other relationships, has excited much feeling.7

The acknowledgement th a t ‘some of them  have made good h u sb an d s’ only 
seem s to reinforce th e  suggestion th a t the m ore general experience had 
b een  less favourable. This reflects m ore recen t a rg u m en ts  th a t  the 
occasional apparen tly  ‘positive’ p re ss  sto ry  abou t m inority  g roups or 
indiv iduals serves to reinforce, by  co n trast, m ore frequen t negative 
coverage (Searle, 1989).

Newspapers from the o ther end of the  political spectrum  also referred to 
fears of m iscegenation. The Daily Herald  of 13 J u n e  1919 included an  
article entitled RACE RIOTS: THE ROOT CAUSE, which quoted a  Rev Dr F.
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B. Meyer who expressed h is belief in both  the ‘brotherhood of m an’ and  the 
equality of the  races before God. Dr Meyer apparently  saw no contradiction 
between these views an d  his claim  that:

a mixture of races m ust be resisted on behalf of the next generation. 
Mongrel races were always despised and found it hard to hold their own.

Meyer’s solu tion  w as th a t th e  each race  should  be held se p a ra te  a n d  
allowed to develop in ‘its own country’, it is hardly surprising  to learn  th a t 
Dr Meyer’s  only apparen t qualification to speak  on th is  sub ject is th a t  he 
*was a t close quarters with a  som ew hat sim ilar colour problem  in  S ou th  
Africa’. Beyond the  specific context of th a t country, however, th e  question 
of sexual relations betw een b lack  and  w hite people — along w ith  the  
position of any subsequent offspring — h as  been a  central feature of rac ist 
discourse since the m id-nineteenth century, a  factor d iscussed  a t greater 
length in  the  conclusion of th is thesis (McClintock, 1995).

The danger posed to the  supposed genetic stock of the  white ‘race’ w as a  
p o p u la r p re ss  reac tio n  to th e se  events. O ther exam ples show  how  
racialised discourse connected with gendered accounts to criticise b lack  
m en and  white women a t one and  the sam e time, th u s  leaving w hite m en, 
who appear to have instigated the riots, relatively blam eless. The Daily 
Herald, 14 Ju n e  1919, quoted a  representative of th e  Seam en’s M ission 
who agreed with the reporter th a t ‘sex contributed  very highly to racial 
complications. White women are  to some extent responsible’. The Liverpool 
Courier of 11 J u n e  1919 contained  two item s w hich d em o n stra te  th is  
conjunction of racism  and  sexism  in  its  m ost explicit form. An artic le  
entitled WHERE EAST MEETS WEST recounts the reporter’s journey  into 
the  neighbourhood where m any of the b lack  residents lived:

You glimpse beneath the gas lamps, and somehow you think of pimps 
and bullies, and women, and birds of ill-omen generally’ [emphasis 
added].

The Courier’s  editorial of th e  sam e day com pounds th is  perspective, 
explaining that:
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one of the chief reasons of popular anger behind the present 
disturbances lies in the fact that the average negro is nearer the animal 
than is the average white man, and that there are women in Liverpool 
who have no self-respect.®

One story reported a  dem onstration organised by the Society of Peoples of 
African Origin which was held in  Hyde Park to pro test abou t the ongoing 
ra c is t  violence. This is a  good exam ple of secondary  g ro u p s an d  
individuals being forced to respond  to a  prim ary new s agenda se t by 
others (Hall et al, 1978). The Daily Herald reported the following:

Mr Elfred Taylor, president of the society, referred to allegations of 
immorality between white women and black men and claimed it was 
libellous to the women of England. 9

Mr Taylor h as  been  quoted in  a  way w hich reinforces ra th e r  th a n  
challenges th e  underly ing  no tion  th a t  ‘in te r- ra c ia l’ re la tio n s  a re  
problem atic. Effectively th is  refutation of the  ‘allegations’ relies u p o n  an  
equally gendered stereotype of the white wom an by suggesting th a t it was 
un th inkable for her to engage in  a  sexual relationship w ith a  b lack  m an. 
S u ch  a  phenom enon seem s to have m ore recen t paralle ls in  s to ries  
concerning im m igration, a  factor d iscussed  extensively in  th e  C hap ter 
Four on the 1958 and  1959 disorders. Often those who w ish to challenge 
the prim ary agenda which asserts  the  need for stric t im m igration controls 
respond by arguing th a t th e  critical th reshold  h as  no t been  reached  — 
instead  of questioning th e  fundam ental equation  betw een im m igration 
control and  good ‘race relations’.

V arious correspondents to th e  p ress  also referred to relations betw een 
black m en and white women a s  inherently  wrong, or a t least unw ise. The 
Daily Mail carried two letters on 12 J u n e  1919 bo th  of which referred to 
th is  issue. The first, signed only A n Africander Officer, began by earnestly  
w arning  ‘young girls an d  w om en ag ain st association  w ith  N egroes’, a 
w arning the writer issued because, although m any people regard ‘negroes’ 
a s  the ir equals, ‘unfortunately , facts prove th a t Negroes are  m erely big 
ch ild ren  w ith no  sen se  of responsib ility ’. This claim  reflected  th e  
im perialist vision of b lack people as  ‘backward races’ who, from their s ta te
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of child-like innocence, need to be  n u rtu red  and  developed by the  white 
m an’s hand  (Rich, 1990).

A sim ilar view can be seen in  a  le tter to The Times, w hich d iscussed  the 
possibility of repatria ting  th e  b lack  population.10 The w riter began by 
expressing h is long association w ith  ‘coloured people’ in  the colonies an d  
liberally expressed h is ‘k indliest rem em brance’ of th o se  he h a d  known. 
However, there  rem ained ‘a n  instinctive certainty th a t  sexual re lations 
betw een w hite wom en and  coloured m en revolt o u r  very n a tu re ’. An 
ingenious argum ent followed: given th a t ‘these m en now find white women 
of a  certa in  tem peram ent encourag ing  their a tte n tio n s  an d  allowing 
them selves to be taken  as  param ours ... W hat blam e to the coloured m en 
if they take advantage of it?’ The letter continued by excusing th e  violence 
perpetra ted  by the w hite m en a s  an  u n d erstan d ab le  reaction  to th ese  
liaisons. The only group involved who are  not in som e way th u s  excused 
a p p e a rs  to be  th e  w hite w om en who are  p re p a re d  to engage in  
relationships w ith black men.

M yths and  fears surrounding  the  supposed sexuality of black m en  are  a  
fam iliar feature of rac ist discourse and  have been identified in  m any and  
various settings: from the  argum ents of those defending slavery in  th e  
sou th ern  s ta te s  of the United S ta tes of America to accounts of ‘swinging 
London’ during the 1950s, d iscussed m ore fully in  C hapter F o u r.11 S uch  
notions were a  prom inent feature of the reactions to an d  explanations of 
these riots an d  were u sed  as a  m eans to rationalise the  racist behaviour of 
th e  white m en who a ttacked  the ir b lack  neighbours. It seeks to explain 
and  somehow justify the  events th a t  occurred.

Having m entioned these  exam ples, it seem s pertinen t to refer to a  letter 
responding to th a t from The Tim es  already cited. It represen ts one of the 
few refutations of the  apparen tly  dom inant explanation of th ese  events. 
The Secretary of the  Society of Peoples of African Origin, a Mr F. E. M. 
H ercules, effectively challenged th e  com placency of th e  a rgum en ts  by 
drawing atten tion  to the  relations between white m en an d  the indigenous 
w om en of th e  colonies. There were, he claimed, 600 ,000  ‘h a lf-cas te ’ 
children in  S ou th  Africa alone who were the resu lts  of such  un ions. Mr 
H ercules continues by p raising  th e  w hite British w om en ‘who can  see 
behind skin and  behind superficial sk in  difference and  recognise the  m an
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inside’.12 The idea th a t w hite wom en m ay have been m ore em pathetic to 
th e  black m en w as reflected by a n  interview ee for th is  research  who 
described the events as  he walked the  streets one lunch-tim e:

They started chasing me, and a woman said “run, boy, run!”. They saved 
me, in fact I was saved many many times by women: they are more 
sympathetic than men. A lot of women used to wear clogs in those days, 
and they took off their clogs (in order to beat the white men with them] 
and started shouting: “leave him alone! he hasn’t done any harm!”. *3

Despite th ese  exceptions, though, th e  p rom inent d iscourse w hich held 
th a t sexual relations between black m en and  w hite women were somehow 
responsible for the disorders were also evident in th e  attitude of the  police, 
th e  governm ent, an d  the civil service, a s  found in official reports  an d  
m em oranda . T he percep tion  th a t  m isceg en a tio n  w as unw ise  a n d  
provocative w as clearly axiom atic reflecting th e  ‘race th ink ing ’ of the  
colonial era . In  th e  sec tio n  w hich d isc u sse s  th e  in tro d u c tio n  of 
repatriation for the  black seam en, fu rther exam ples and  discussion  of the 
gender stereotypes th a t w ere a t work w ithin  th e  overall governm ental 
response a re  offered. Before th a t, though , th e  second them e in  th e  
responses to the disorders is considered.

Competition for employment
As previously m entioned, th e  end of the F irs t W orld W ar saw  th e  
dem obilisation of m illions of m en an d  led to in ten se  com petition for 
employment as they retu rned  to their hom e towns and  cities. J u s t  a s  those 
women who worked in  the Second World War were expected to relinquish  
their position to the  re tu rn ing  soldiers, so too th e  b lack w orkers in  the 
ports of Liverpool were, in  th e  m inds of m any, expected to give u p  their 
employment to m ake way for the  retu rn ing  heroes of war.

As w ith th e  previous them e, th e  p re ssu re  of unem ploym ent a s  a 
background factor in  th e  rio ts  w as m entioned by all the new spapers 
examined, although, of course to different degrees and effect. The Daily 
Telegraph reported m atter-of-factly: ‘la st week m ore th a n  100 black m en 
were a t work, b u t in  consequence of the  d is tu rb an ces  none are  now 
em ployed, an d  a re  th ro w n  on unem p lo y m en t a llow ance’.14 S u c h  
discrim ination drew no com m ent from the  Telegraph  b u t com petition for
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employment w as considered by th e  paper to be an  im portant causal factor 
behind the disorders.

An article from the Daily Herald offers one of the  more complex, no t to say 
contradictory, examples of explanations which refer to th is  competition for 
employment. The piece, entitled RACE RIOTS: THE ROOT CAUSE, begins 
w ith th e  straightforward assertion: ‘th e  racial trouble — a n  outcom e of the 
im porta tion  of coloured m en  d u rin g  th e  w ar — is spread ing  w ith the 
re tu rn  of our m en to civil life’.15 The artic le continues in th is  vein for 
several paragraphs, reporting th a t m en who have fought for their country 
are being overlooked for jobs which are  rightfully theirs. The paper’s report 
th a t ‘they are actuated  only by patriotic motives. There is nothing against 
th e  m ajority  of b lacks’, clearly in d ica tes  som e sym pathy  w ith  th e ir 
position.

The Dally Herald was, a t  th is time a t  least, a n  avowedly pro-union Labour 
new spaper, alone am ongst those  considered  here in  su p p o rtin g  the  
contem porary a ttem pts to form a  police union, for exam ple, so perhaps 
th is view is n o t surprising. As C arter (1986) h as  dem onstrated, some trade 
un ion ists  sought to prevent black people securing jobs even a s  late as the 
1970s so it is no t unexpected th a t su c h  opinions should be countenanced 
in  1919.

This w ould b e  a  sim ple d eduction  if it w ere no t for th e  com plete 
contradiction of th is  position  w ith  w hich th e  article con tinues. Having 
backed  the  claim  th a t  w hite w orkers should  have priority  over b lack  
workers the article continues by quoting an  official of the  National Sailors 
and  Firem an’s Union who says ‘n inety  per cent of the  b lacks are  in  our 
Union, they have all along been paid  Union rates. As a  m atter of fact we 
have tried to get them  tak en  on, b u t the  officers are firm’. In one article, 
the Daily Herald is supporting  discrim ination against the  black workforce 
an d  th e n  quoting  favourably  a  U nion official who claim s th a t  the  
employers are m ain tain ing  the  colour-bar despite the b es t efforts of the  
Union which the  paper ten d s  to support. This seem s to be an  a ttem pt to 
have the  argum ent bo th  ways by conniving w ith the discrim ination whilst 
overtly condem ning it. T he tru e  position  of the  U nion vis-a-vis th e  
em ploym ent of b lack  sailors is unclear. The view of th e  official quoted 
above suggesting th a t th e  Union w as against the colour-bar w as no t the
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percep tion  of the  local police. In  November 1920 the Liverpool police 
reported to the  Colonial Office that:

at the time and since the Negro riots of June 1919 white sailors declined 
to sail with coloured seamen and the National Seamen and Fireman’s 
Union supported them. 16

A sim ilar argum ent w as aired in  the  Daily Herald w hen a  trad es  un ion  
official suggested th a t the  solution to the d istu rbances was for the b lack  
w orkers to be given b erth s  on long voyages and  th u s  removed from th e  
scene of the  disorders. The official is quoted:

if they [the ship owners] took them on a long voyage, as the P. and O. 
line take off the Lascars, they would not be here to cause the stirring up 
of these old race hatreds [emphasis added].17

In  th is  instance as w ith others, the victims of rac ist attacks, an d  even of 
v iolent death , are defined as  the  ‘problem ’ to be dealt with. Those who 
perpetrated  such  events are somehow excused on the  basis of supposedly 
prim ordial characteristics of ‘race h a tred ’. This n a tu ra lisa tio n  of racism  
serves to remove negative connota tions w hich m ight hold  those  who 
instigated  th e  disorders culpable. It would have been  m ore accurate , in  
m any  respects, to refer to these  events a s  racist rio ts  ra th e r th an  ‘race 
rio ts’ bu t, in  1919 a t  least, it seem s th a t the  p ress understood  th a t the  
d istu rbances were a  resu lt of na tu ra l differences. As is argued later in  th is 
th esis , a  sim ilar conception w as evident in  response  to th e  d isorders 
su rround ing  the B ritish  Union of F ascists  in the m id-1930s, a s  well a s  
those of the late 1950s.

Newspapers of other political persuasions also identified employment a s  a  
key area  of conflict betw een the  w hite and  black com m unities. The Daily 
Mail, for example, in  d iscussing  the  riots a t  Cardiff, which were occurring 
a t th e  sam e time a n d  were often reported together w ith th e  events a t  
Liverpool, offered the following by way of context:

The coloured men in Cardiff are mostly seamen who have for years been 
voyaging to and from this country. They seem to have grown more
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arrogant of late. They have earned good wages and have been able to give 
free reign to their love of display and ostentation ... Some of the Negroes 
in Cardiff own their own houses, and demobilised Cardiff men who are 
lucky if they get a back room feel aggrieved at the black mein’s 
flourishing state.1®

This example is instructive because  of the lack of any distinction betw een 
th e  sub jective descrip tion  of th e  financial w ell-being of th e  b lack  
com m unity and  the ap p aren t a ttem p t to explain the  m otivations of the  
re tu rn ing  indigenous population. The reader is clearly invited to em pathise 
w ith  th e  re tu rn in g  so ld ie rs , especia lly  w h en  c o n tra s te d  to  th e  
‘ostentatious* black population. Interestingly, the  report of the local police 
to th e  Colonial Office, which w as w ritten a  day after the new spaper story 
m en tioned  above, u se s  sim ilar language, b lam ing th e  events on  th e  
‘a rro g an t and  overbearing conduct of the n e g r o e s . . . ’. *9 This d istinction  
b e tw een  th e  w orthy  b u t  dow ntrodden  w h ite  p o p u la tio n  a n d  th e  
undeserving black com m unity is considered again  in  the discussion of the  
disorders of 1958-59 in  C hapter Four.

Reference to sim ilar issu es  w as also  m ade in  governm ent docum ents 
regard ing  the  d isorders, suggesting th a t there  w as a  certa in  degree of 
sy m p ath y  w ith  th e  p red icam en t of th e  w hite  unem ployed w orkers, 
a lthough  no t — explicitly — w ith the ir actions. Some m onths afte r the  
disorders in  Liverpool, th e  W ar C abinet d iscussed  am endm ents to the  
Aliens R estriction  Bill, w hich  h ad  recently  been  defeated on its  first 
reading an d  w as to be re-presented  to the  Commons. In  doing so it w as 
m inuted th a t m inisters should  rem em ber the ‘strong feeling in the country 
against the  employment of aliens on board British sh ips’2^  and  th a t m any 
MPs h a d  given pledges in  th e  course  of th e ir  electoral cam paigns to 
regulate th is m atter. Interestingly, th e  Cabinet presented  this as  a  m atte r 
of ‘preserving the  s ta n d a rd s ’ of B ritish  seam ansh ip , th u s  a ttem pting  to 
neu tra lise  or deny the  m ore crude racism  evident elsewhere. At the  sam e 
tim e, however, th e  governm ent h ad  different in te re sts  to m anage. The 
position of the colonies w as kept in  m ind and  the  discussion recognised 
th a t citizens of th e  Em pire should not be excluded and  th a t the s tan d ard s  
th a t m u st be ensured  on B ritish  sh ips need no t be applied as stringently  
in  ‘d istan t w aters’.2 1
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M any of the passages described above implicitly assu m e th a t th e  black 
sa ilo rs  were tak ing  jobs th a t  rightfully belonged to w hite people and, 
moreover, th a t they were living a  life of relative prosperity. Obviously, this 
can  be disputed a s  a  valid justification  for the attacks on black people th a t 
occurred. However, there is also substan tia l evidence th a t the reality of the 
experience for black people in  B ritish  ports w as less rosy an d  th a t  they 
h ad  difficulty obtaining work and  — even w hen they did find em ploym ent 
— they were paid  lower wages th a n  white workers. D etails of the  letters 
w ritten  to th e  Colonial Office ind ica te  th e  d iscrim ination  th a t  m any 
encoun tered . One m an, William Sam uels, w rote in  1918, before th e  
d isorders an d  during the period w hen black sailors were supposed  to be 
‘doing well o u t of the war’:

we are badly treated by the British people ... Every morning we go down 
to shipping offices to find ourselves work so as to make an honest bread 
and are bluntly refused on account of our colour.22

A nother m an  suggested to the  Colonial Office in  1920 th a t ‘... you m u st 
have heard  ab o u t B ritishers (coloured) both  W est Indians and  Africans ... 
being denied th e  right to earn  their living’.23 The response of the  Colonial 
Office to b o th  of th e se  le tte rs  w as s im ilar an d  ind icative of th e  
fundam en tal u n d ers tan d in g  of th e  rio ts th a t  is d iscussed  in  th e  nex t 
sec tio n . In  b o th  cases , th e  governm ent re sp o n d ed  b y  m ak in g  
arrangem ents to facilitate th e  repatriation of the  correspondents.

Citizenship and ‘difference’
T hus far two prevalent them es have been identified in  the  response to of 
th e  rio ts a t  Liverpool, an d  to som e extent a t  Cardiff. To conclude the  
d iscussion of th is  episode a n  exam ination of a  final them e is necessary, 
nam ely  the  con trad ictory  rep resen ta tio n  of th e  b lack  com m unity  a s  
c itizens of th e  B ritish  em pire. The citizensh ip  s ta tu s  of th e  b lack  
com m unity w as a  cen tra l them e, b o th  directly a n d  implicitly, in  th e  
new spaper artic les, civil service m em oranda, and  police repo rts . The 
position  of th e  b lack  population  w as called into question  by two of the  
m ajor responses to the disorder. First, the possibility of interning th e  black 
com m unity in  Liverpool and , second, the concom itant suggestion th a t they 
shou ld  be rep atria ted . B oth  th ese  aspects of the a rg u m en t served to 
reinforce the poin t already m ade in  discussion of labour relations: namely.
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th a t the b lack victim s of the  disorders were identified as the problem to be 
dealt with.

T he Daily Telegraph  carried  th e  following report u n d e r th e  headline 
LIVERPOOL INTERNMENTS:

There is every reason to hope that the action of the authorities will 
prevent any further outbreak against the negro colony in Liverpool. To­
day an official from the Labour Ministry conferred with the Lord Mayor 
and the Head Constable, and it was agreed to make arrangements for the 
internment of the negroes pending their repatriation.24

A lthough th e  artic le  clearly p resen ted  the  violence a s  being  directed 
against th e  black  community, and  th u s  does not directly blam e them , the 
p rescrip tio n  offered w ith  hope is no t one designed  to confront th e  
acknowledged protagonists of the  disorders. Rather th e  solution which w as 
endorsed am ounted  to the removal of th e  black people from th e  setting. 
The definition of events which prioritised the issues of com petition for jobs 
w as clearly sh ared  by the  au thorities who were, on a  na tional level a t 
least, rep resen ted  by th e  Labour M inistry. T here w as, however, no 
im plem entation of long-term  in ternm ent largely, it seem s, because  su ch  a  
policy w as regarded  a s  being  too b la ta n t a  den ia l of civil liberties. 
Temporarily, though, a  significant num ber of b lack  people were held in  
police s ta tio n s — either for their own protection or a s  a  m ean  of reducing 
th e  tensions in  th e  city. The police report s ta tes  th a t  700 b lack  people 
‘took refuge w ith the police for their own safety’. 25

O n other occasions, however, the  p ress did report the  various dem ands of 
b lack individuals and  spokespeople who presented their claim s as  citizens 
of the B ritish empire who were entitled to respect and  protection. As in  its 
trea tm en t of the  com petition for jobs, th e  Daily Herald  provided som e 
interesting m aterial, no t leas t for the  contradictory argum ents it offered, 
for example, in a  piece head lined  COLOURED MEN’S CLAIMS, w hich 
reported:

Arabs, Somalis, Egyptians, West Indians, and other coloured men 
attended a meeting at Cardiff Docks yesterday to protest against their 
maltreatment and persecution. At present there are between one and two
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thousand of these men in Cardiff and they claimed protection as British 
subjects. 26

In th e  relatively leng thy  coverage th e  Daily Herald afforded to  the  
disorders, th is  artic le  con tained  one of only two rem otely favourable 
references m ade to the s ta tu s  an d  righ ts of the  black com m unity. W hen 
considering th e  m uted  n eu tra lity  of th is  piece, acknowledging only the 
‘claim s’ of th e  b lack  population, it is instructive to co n trast th is  w ith 
ano ther article published on the sam e page, which w as cited earlier. This 
piece reproduced verbatim  m any quotes from a  nam ed un ion  official who 
suggested th a t ‘the  problem  itself is ineradicable, and  strikes down to  the 
roots of ou r different civilisations’. T hus, the views of one individual who 
s tresses  the inheren t o therness of the  black victims of rac ist violence was 
not only given a  good deal more space, b u t also afforded legitimacy by the 
u se  of direct a n d  extensive quotation. Unlike the  opinions of th e  black 
com m unity itself, su ch  views were presented  w ithout com m ent an d  were 
no t labelled a s  m ere ‘claim s’.

O ther references to th e  views of the  b lack com m unity also drew contrasts  
and  a  binary distinction  between b lack  and  white. On 16 J u n e  1919, the 
Herald pub lished  a n  artic le  entitled BLACK AND WHITE IN CONFLICT 
which referred to a  m eeting held by th e  Society of Peoples of African Origin 
an d  rem ark ed  u p o n  ‘th e  un p reced en ted  spectacle  of co loured  m en 
appealing to a  B ritish  crowd for ‘fair play”. W hat m akes th is dem onstration 
a n  ‘u n p reced en ted  sp ec tac le’ is th a t  the m ost B ritish  of v irtues, the  
apparen t devotion to ‘fair p lay \ or to the  rule of law, should be invoked by 
indiv iduals w ho w ere considered  by  colonial ideology to  be  cu ltu ra l 
inferiors, incapable of civilised behaviour. This is another them e th a t can 
be identified in  th e  m edia coverage of m ore recent disorders: a  con trast 
w as draw n betw een the  legitimate values and aspirations of the  indigenous 
white population, and  the  lawless behaviour and  illegitimate cu ltu re  of the 
black population. This po in t is considered further in the  discussion  of the 
disorders a t Broadw ater Farm  in 1985 in  Chapter Five.

The in troduction  of a  voluntary  repatria tion  schem e a s  a  solution to the 
‘problem ’ of th e  b lack  population in  B ritish ports w as dem anded by the 
Lord Mayor of Liverpool immediately after the disorders (Jenkinson, 1993). 
Initially, the Colonial Office refused su ch  a scheme, b u t it was eventually
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instigated in  Ju n e  1919 by  an  inter-departm ental committee consisting of 
representatives of th e  Home Office, the  Colonial Office, th e  M inistry of 
Labour and  others. A lthough estab lished  by th is central com m ittee, the  
repatria tion  schem es were adm in istered  locally, by boards b ased  in  the  
po rts  — indicating th e  close link  betw een the disorders and  th e  shipping 
industry . To increase th e  a ttractiveness of the schem es, a  fee w as offered 
to those who left. One m an  who w as in  Liverpool a t the  time recalled:

A leaflet was given to the black men in Liverpool to attend a meeting. I 
attended and this man was talking to us, telling us that they would give 
us free passage to go back to our country and that they would give us 
£6. One pound in Liverpool, in case we had anything in the pawn shop 
and then five pounds when you got to your country. They took us to 
Lime Street and then to London. We were put on the ship at the East 
India Dock. It was a cargo ship but there were lots of hammocks in the 
hold. There were 88 of us, some were from Cardiff, some were from 
Glasgow, from all over.27

The Liverpool police reported in  1920 th a t m ost of th e  unem ployed b lack  
people in the  city were refusing to take u p  the repatriation schem e. Similar 
reports from other tow ns confirm th a t it w as not a  great ‘success’ in term s 
of the n u m b er of people who partic ipated . In order to encourage m ore 
people to apply, the  governm ent decided th a t the wives and  families of the  
black  sailors could also  be repatria ted . It was th is  issue w hich fu rth er 
exposed th e  co n ju n c tu re  of rac ia lised  and  gendered  d isco u rse  th a t  
underp inned the  response to th ese  disorders. The Colonial Office had  a n  
in te re s t in  allowing wives to leave along w ith  th e ir h u sb a n d  on th e  
grounds th a t the family could b e  kept together and  the  wife an d  children 
would not become dependent on public or charitable assistance. However, 
problem s arose for officials w hen the  wife in  question w as a  w hite woman. 
O ften the  Civil S erv an ts  w ere reflecting th e  concerns of th e  colonial 
authorities who feared th a t  the  social hierarchy between the various ethnic 
groups would become u n ten ab le  if ‘in ter-racial’ families were established. 
T he am biguous s ta tu s  of a n y  ‘h a lf-ca s te ’ ch ild ren  w ould also  be  
problematic. Therefore, th e  Colonial Office tried to persuade and  influence 
w hite wom en no t to accom pany  their h u sb an d s. An in tern a l Colonial 
Office m em orandum  suggested th e  following approach to the w hite wife of 
a  ‘coloured’ returnee:
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I suggest we ask  the Board of Trade to have the wife interviewed, to 
represent to her that the Governor does not consider it advisable that 
she should proceed to Jamaica, and that she would probably find the 
conditions of life amongst the coloured people extremely distasteful to 
her, and that in these circumstances she cannot be assisted to obtain a 
passage; and to enquire whether she has any objection to the provision 
of a passage for her husband alone. If she objects I think the Board of 
Trade should not give her husband a passage.2®

M any of th e  them es already d iscu ssed  in rela tion  to sexual re la tions 
betw een b lack  m en  an d  w hite  w om en w ere m agnified in  reg ard  to 
repatria tion . In th is  context, though, the  issu e  seem s to be prim arily  
connected w ith th e  im plications for white wives of b lack m en living in  a  
colonised society. The m aintenance of the ‘colour line’ (Du Bois, 1982) th a t 
kept the  ‘races’ a p a rt w as the  prim e concern, bo th  in the centre a n d  the  
periphery of the  colonial system . Although references to ‘conditions of life 
am ongst th e  coloured people’ clearly sm ack of condescension or racism , 
there were no explicit references to ‘inter-racial’ m arriage being m orally or 
otherw ise inadvisable in principle. Instead  notions of cu ltu ra l difference 
were u sed  to cau tio n  ag a in s t su c h  developm ents. In o ther w ords the  
relatively privileged and  w ell-educated civil servan ts did no t resort to the  
crude rac is t a ttitu d es  expressed by their social inferiors on the Liverpool 
dockside. A lthough the ir te rm s of reference were culturally, ra th e r th a n  
biologically, based, the  conclusions reached by bo th  social groups were 
broadly the  sam e — black  m en were th reaten ing  to bo th  white m en and  
white women.

'Safe on sacred ground’
The prim ary response to th e  disorders w as to remove, either by in ternm ent 
or rep a tria tio n , th e  b lack  popu la tion . This im plicitly identified  th e  
presence of th a t group of people as  the fundam ental root of the  disorders. 
This racialisation of the  d isorder also occurred in the u rb a n  rio ts of the  
1980s w hich in the  p ress  an d  elsewhere were commonly referred to as 
‘race  rio ts’, a  fea tu re  ou tlined  in  C hapter Five w hich exam ines th e  
Broadwater Farm  disorder of 1985. In  1919, th is  portrayal relied upon  the  
notions of difference and  inferiority associated w ith the b lack  population, 
which m eant th a t their presence w as considered the  principal problem. An 
interesting con trast to th is understand ing  is found in the pleas, petitions,
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and  letters of th e  black people them selves abou t the disorders. It appears 
th a t  m any  of th e  w hite  p o p u la tio n  tended  to  regard  th e ir ‘co loured’ 
neighbours a s  foreign, different an d  inferior, w hereas the  black  w orkers 
often em phasised  th e ir  positio n  a s  su b jec ts  of th e  Em pire of equal 
stand ing  w ith their English counterparts. The principle of Civis Britannica 
Sum  w as clearly understood by th e  m igrant labourers from Africa an d  th e  
Caribbean. As previously cited, in  a  letter to the  Colonial Office, William 
Sam uels wrote:

What is the British motto? Are we not men and brothers, bom of the 
same bone, or are our flesh iron and our sinews marble? Men who have 
fought for the glory of your country and for the emancipation of the 
world! Why treat us as mere brutes? Is it because we are mere dogs with 
neither bark nor bite?^9

The reference to the contribution m ade during the war is a  further piece of 
evidence w hich complicates the sim plistic b u t apparently w idespread belief 
th a t th e  black com m unity had  only benefited from the  war. D uring th e  
d isorders som e of th e  b lack  m en  in  Liverpool wore th e ir m edals a s  a  
dem onstration  of their loyalty an d  service to the  w ar effort. The T im es , 
w arned its readers:

it is to be remembered to their [the black sailors’] credit that during the 
war they faced the perils of the submarine campaign with all the 
gallantry of the British seamen. The negro is almost pathetically loyal to 
the British Empire and he is always proud to proclaim himself a 
Briton. 30

Such  patronising condescension rings of the  Kiplingesque doctrine of the  
‘white m an’s bu rden ’ w hich inform ed m uch of the late im perialist period. It 
does, however, illu stra te  th e  expressed loyalty contained in  m any of the  
letters addressing the Colonial Office. The identification of England as bo th  
the  m otherland and  th e  ‘land  of th e  free’ by the  m en who had  travelled 
there from the colonies suggests th a t  the principle of equal citizenship for 
all m em bers of the  Em pire, as propagated by the im perialists, was clearly 
tak en  on board  by those  who w ere the  sub jects of th e  colonial projects. 
The con trast between th e  expectations th a t m igrants to Britain had  ab o u t
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‘the m otherland’ an d  the  sub seq u en t reality of their experiences is a  them e 
th a t recurs th roughou t th is  thesis. The following excerpt is from a  petition 
delivered to th e  G overnor of Jam a ic a , signed by 44 people who h ad  
accepted voluntary repatria tion  following the  disorders. It outlines the:

ill-treatment that we received at the hands of white subjects of His Most 
Gracious Britannic Majesty in the United Kingdom — our motherland — 
while there we thought we were perfectly safe and on sacred ground free 
from any attack and ... t h a t ... our colour as negroes would not debar us 
from living peaceably and contentedly under the British realm, we being 
loyal British subjects endowed constitutionally to find a home in any part 
of the British C r o w n . 3*

Conclusion

Several related notions have been  identified in prim ary explanations of th e  
‘race riots’ th a t took place in  Liverpool in  1919. All th e  new spaper articles, 
an d  police and  governm ent rep o rts  refer to the events as ‘race rio ts’ or 
‘colour rio ts’ — a p h ra se  w hich  rem oves the negative connotations an d  
a ttach m en t of blam e th a t w ould arise  from describing them  as ‘racist 
rio ts’. This is not to suggest th a t th is  occurred deliberately, b u t only th a t it 
dem onstrates a  p articu la r u n d erstan d in g  of the events as  a  resu lt of real 
difference. T hat there  were virtually no dissenting viewpoints indicates the  
pervasiveness of th is  in terp re ta tio n . Sim ilar u n d erstand ings were also  
evident in response to the  events of 1958-59, which are  d iscussed fu rther 
in  Chapter Four.

It h as  often been argued  th a t  th e  m edia coverage of th e  1980s u rb a n  
disorders tended to reflect th e  dom inant political ideology of the  tim e (see 
M urdock, 1984, for a  d iscu ss io n  of th is  p ress coverage). As a  b road  
generalisation th is m ay be true , b u t, in  com parison w ith the  reporting of 
th e  events of the sum m er of 1919, the  p ress  coverage of disorder in  the  
1980s appears as a  pinnacle of p lu ra list debate. No significant alternative 
agendas or argum ents were a p p a ren t in  the  press coverage of the ‘race 
rio ts’ of 1919. The overt political character of the paper, or w hat van Dijk 
(1991) describes as  th e  ‘social personality’ of the new spaper, appears to 
have h ad  little bearing  on th e  n a tu re  of the  coverage. A lthough the Daily 
Herald consistently  d iscussed  th e  events and  their background from the
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perspective of th e  trade unions, the  resulting opinions were generally little 
different from those expressed elsewhere.

A nother clear difference in  the  p ress  coverage of the events in  1919 from 
th a t of the d isorders of 1985, is in  the  actual quantity  of colum n inches 
devoted to them . W hereas th e  d isorders of 1958-59 an d  1985 received 
considerab le  m ed ia  coverage a n d  g en era ted  m u ch  com m ent from  
politicians an d  leader w riters, th e  1919 d istu rbances excited relatively 
little attention. There m ay be several com plem entaiy reasons for th is. The 
lack  of press coverage can  be explained by two broad factors. F irst, the  
techn ical and  logistical n a tu re  of th e  m edia in  post-F irs t W orld W ar 
B ritain  m eant th a t new spapers w ere physically th inner th a n  in  th e  later 
periods. Given th is  it m ay be expected th a t there was less press coverage 
of the  disorder in  1919 in  com parison with 1958-59 or 1985 because there 
were simply fewer pages an d  stories in  any one edition. Another observable 
difference is th a t  the new spapers contained little by way of com m entary or 
fea tu res  in 1919 com pared w ith  m ore recen t periods an d  w ere m ore 
concerned w ith the  presentation of newsworthy events in  a  straightforw ard 
reportage style. This does no t m ean  th a t th e  p ress w as a n  objective 
representation of reality — of course, selectivity and  political agendas still 
operated as  a n  inevitable feature  of news production. N onetheless, the 
style of the p ress w as su ch  th a t analysis  of the events reported was largely 
non-existent in  any  daily new spaper.

One of the  m ore convincing explanations of why crime stories in  general 
feature heavily in  new spapers refers to the centrality of su ch  topics to the 
‘new s agenda’. The concept of a  ‘new s agen d a’ w as advanced  by the 
Glasgow Media Group (1976), who argued th a t item s which provide violent 
and  dram atic im ages tend  to be considered a s  ‘good copy’ and  feature 
prominently. One of the key issues w hich will determ ine the  position of an  
item  on the news agenda is the  availability of striking photographs, which 
often result from u rb an  unrest. In 1919, photographs of any  sort were rare 
in  new spapers, w hich m ean t th a t  th e  ‘news agenda’ w as less visually 
determ ined as  it m ay have become in  more recent times.

The second reason  why the  disorders of 1919 did not feature extensively in 
th e  p ress as in  m ore recen t cases concerns th e  social context in  w hich 
they occurred. J u s t  as p ress  coverage is influenced by th e  logistics of a
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story, so too it is shaped  by the perceived im portance and  relevance of a n  
event to b ro ad er developm ents. There m ay be two explanations of why 
these  disorders did n o t feature heavily in  th e  1919 press agenda. First, it 
m ay have been  th a t o ther events were regarded as more im portant. Given 
th a t  they occurred soon after the  end of the  F irst World War it m ay not be 
surprising  th a t the Treaty of Versailles, w hich formally settled th e  conflict 
a n d  w as sealed in 1919, shou ld  receive m ore extensive p ress  coverage. 
A nother incident w hich received considerable coverage w as Alcock and  
Brown’s com pletion of th e  first successfu l trans-A tlantic flight. Events 
su c h  a s  th ese  served to relegate th e  d isorders down th e  political and  
m edia agenda. Of course, th is  com petition for space is a  feature  of any 
period and  does not, in  itself, explain why the  u n rest was no t considered 
a s  more significant than , for example, an  aeronautical breakthrough.

A nother ex p lan a tio n  could  be  th a t  violence an d  d iso rder w ere so 
ubiquitous th a t they were unexceptional and  did not m erit a  high place on 
th e  new s agenda. As m entioned a t  the  beginning of the C hapter, there  
w ere o ther d isorders in  1919 an d  the  m ultiplicity of such  events m ean t 
th a t any single one w as less visible th an  m ight otherwise have been  the  
case. Given th a t o ther k inds of violence, for example, a t sporting events, 
were also com m onplace (see D unning et aJU 1984), it seem s likely th a t the 
requirem ent of the new s agenda to  provide stories th a t were dram atic and  
u n u su a l w as largely u nm et by the  Liverpool ‘race riots’.

The fundam ental in terpretation  of the  p ress  appears to have been  shared  
by the police and  w as reflected in  the  civil service docum ents examined. 
Elected politicians do n o t seem  to have been  particularly exercised by the 
disorders — no m ention of them  appears in H ansard , for example, and  the 
p ress  seldom  quote th e ir  reactions. Perhaps th is  also indicates th a t the 
d isorders w ere no t regarded  a s  especially significant on th e  na tional 
political agenda. All o ther discussions, though, share the dom inant them e 
th a t  th e  d iso rders  w ere inev itab le . They were ‘a n  outcom e of th e  
im portation of coloured m en during  the w ar’, as  the Daily Herald of the  13 
J u n e  1919 explained.

This racialised understand ing  of the  disturbances was m ost clearly evident 
in  the  principal policy response — repatriation. The discussion  am ongst 
civil servants about th e  voluntary repatriation of the black population was
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prim arily concerned w ith  the  practicalities of th e  scheme. Debates abou t 
who w as entitled to be  included, and  especially abou t the position of wives 
and  families, took place b u t th e  only grounds for tem pering the  drive for 
repatriation  appears to have been  the dem ands of the  colonial authorities. 
No argum ent against th e  fundam ental principle of repatriation  was m ade 
— except by those who h ad  been  subjected to the  violence. Those in  the 
colonies who were concerned  ab o u t th e  im plications of rep a tria tio n  of 
‘coloured* m en and  w hite w om en were adopting a  gendered racialised  
framework. The underlying objective behind the Colonial Office discussion 
of the  m ost appropriate w ays to d issuade w hite women from m igrating 
alongside b lack  m en, w as to  m ain ta in  w h at Du Bois (1982) fam ously 
called ‘th e  colour line*. The principle th a t white and  black people ought to 
m a in ta in  social d is ta n c e  w as  m o st obviously an d  fu n d am en ta lly  
challenged by the sexual act. The role of gender in  explanations of public 
disorder is considered fu rther in  later chapters, and  is a  prim ary example 
of the connection w ith  o ther concepts th a t is central to the racialisation 
problematic developed in  th is thesis.

A lthough the position of w hite wives did prove problematic to the dem ands 
for repatriation, the m ulti-agency schem es established in  th e  local ports  
involved varied a ttem p ts  to  encourage partic ipation . As well a s  d irect 
financial incentives, it is claim ed th a t o ther m ethods were also used . A 
m an interviewed, who accepted a  passage to B ritish G uiana and  w as cited 
earlier, argued th a t th e  B ritish  au thorities relied upon  false claims of the 
riches available to anyone who would leave B ritain  for the Caribbean. The 
logic of th e  schem e seem ed to be to remove a s  m any b lack  people as  
possible, regard less of w h a t aw aited  them . In  th is  sense , th e  s ta te  
acquiesced to the dem ands of th e  white people re tu rn ing  from w ar to face 
unem ploym ent. Jen k in so n  (1993) suggests th a t th is  reflected a  desire to 
appease working-class m ilitancy in  order to stave off Bolshevik agitation.

N ew spaper reports, civil service m em oranda, an d  academ ic acco u n ts  
(Jenkinson, 1993) repeatedly  referred to the  program m e to tran sp o rt the 
b lack m igrants to th e  C aribbean as  a  ‘repatriation  schem e’ b u t it w as, in 
fact, ra th e r  different. The rem oval of the  black population, voluntary  or 
otherwise, did not necessarily  involve re tu rn ing  them  to their country  of 
origin, a s  th e  label ‘rep a tria tio n ’ denotes, b u t in stead  removing them  to 
one p art of the  colonial periphery, regardless of w hence they came. Thus,
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the  inform ant cited earlier arrived in  B ritain from S ierra Leone — so he 
was no t ‘repatria ted ’ w hen shipped to th e  Caribbean, b u t ra ther m igrated 
fu rth e r w ith in  th e  colonial system . On one level, th is  point could be 
considered as  no m ore th a n  a  m a tte r  of linguistic  pedantry . It can, 
however, also  be  seen  a s  sym bolic of a m ore fu n d am en ta l b ipo lar 
dichotom y betw een w hite an d  b lack, coloniser and  colonised. W hen the 
p resence of colonial m igrants in  B ritain  becam e problem atic the solution 
chosen w as to encourage th em  to m igrate again to th e  Caribbean. This 
reflects a  Eurocentric conception, w hich held the colonies as  a singu lar 
entity — a n  internally  undifferentiable Other, defined only by a collective 
separation from the  ‘m other country’.

Official reactions to the  d isorders, for exam ple the  com m ents m ade in  
court cases, did no t condone the behaviour of th e  white working-class m en 
who instigated  m uch  of th e  d isorder b u t there w as som etim es a  certain  
im plicit sym pathy  for th e ir  exp ressed  grievances. P erh ap s th is , too, 
illustrates the w ish by the  s ta te  to be seen as reacting to people’s concerns 
and  dem ands. If so, th is is a  far cry from the  alm ost universal m ainstream  
condem nation of those  engaging in  disorder in  m ore recen t years. The 
concept of th e  ‘racism  of th e  in te rio r’ th a t  Miles (1993) develops is 
applicable in  th is  case. Miles a rg u es  th a t a dichotom y w as estab lished  
within em ergent European  sta tes  betw een the civilised, culturally superior 
elite an d  the  uncivilised m asses. He argues th a t Balibar’s  (1991) concept 
of ‘class racism ’ is a  usefu l way of explaining th is  creation of a  d istinct 
culturally-defined group who were separate  an d  subord inate  to the  elite. 
J u s t  a s  the  sub jec ts of E uropean  colonialism  were racialised in  term s of 
their cu lture , th e  racism  of the  exterior, sim ilar — b u t  no t identical — 
process have been  directed a t those  within  E uropean  sta tes . In th is  case 
study, the  white rioters were criticised b u t not wholly condem ned by those 
in  power because they were som ehow regarded a s  incapable of the civilised 
norm s th a t  would prevent th e ir  social superio rs acting  in  such  a  b ase  
m anner.

The rio ts  were p resen ted  a s  th e  re su lt of two ‘different’, and  implicitly 
incom patible, popu la tions living in  close geographical proximity. S u ch  
inevitable frictions were exacerbated, the new spapers suggested, by th ree 
related factors. The first w as the  com petition for em ploym ent — i.e. the 
black seam en  h ad  the  jo b s  w hich rightfully belonged to re tu rn ing  w ar
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veterans — and  the  second factor were the  sexual liaisons betw een white 
women and  b lack  m en  — although  in th is  case culpability rested  either 
w ith libidinous black m en or w ith  ‘fallen’ white women, or som etim es w ith 
bo th . T hese  su rface  conflicts w ere explained by th e  th ird  — a n d  
fundam ental — issu e  of the ‘difference’ between the  two com m unities in  
term s of their degree of civilisation and  incompatible ‘s tan d ard s’.

Evidence of all three discourses can  be found throughout the brief num ber 
of colum n inches afforded to th ese  incidents. Overall, they served to define 
th e  ‘race rio ts’ th a t occurred in  te rm s presenting the black com m unities in  
th e  sea ports  as  the  problem  to be both  explained an d  dealt with, w hilst 
th e  actions of the  w hite rioters, who appear to have begun the  rio ts an d  
w ho co n trib u ted  to  th e  d e a th  of a t le a s t one b lack  m an , could be  
understood an d  ‘explained’ by referring to the social context in  w hich they 
found them selves. By explaining th e  events in term s of ‘old race h a tred s’, 
m ore fundam ental concerns ab o u t the  social problems th a t gave rise to the 
d iso rders could  be ignored. T he b lack  population  w as a  convenient 
scapegoat for the  rio ters  on th e  Liverpool dockside, th e  jo u rn a lis ts  who 
reported  th e  events, an d  for th e  civil servan ts charged w ith  th e  policy 
response.

All four dim ensions of the  critical realist racialisation problem atic w hich 
provides th e  fram ew ork for th is  thesis  were evident in  debates following 
th e  d isorders in  Liverpool du ring  J u n e  1919. It is ap p aren t th a t  ideas 
about ‘race’ were u sed  to explain an d  simplify real m aterial problems, su ch  
a s  unem ploym ent, w hich existed in  Liverpool and  th e  other a reas  w hich 
w itnessed sim ilar u n re s t — as  th e  first aspect of the  critical realist model 
suggests. The im portance of prevailing historical d iscourse in  shap ing  
racialised argum ents w as also evident in th is  case, and  can be seen in the  
way in w hich the  ‘repatria tion ’ schem e drew upon  a  distinction betw een 
th e  ‘m other country’ an d  an  internally  undifferentiated colonial other. This 
reflects the  second feature of the  racialisation problematic.

The th ird  dim ension of the  critical realist problem atic — w hich refers to 
th e  contradictory and  inconsisten t na tu re  of racialisation — w as apparen t 
in  the debates th a t followed the disorder discussed in  th is Chapter. There 
were inconsistent accoun ts of th e  contribution black people h ad  m ade to 
th e  w ar effort and  to the ir loyalty towards the British Empire. The notion
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th a t b lack people h ad  ‘done well out of the  war’ w as contradicted by other 
accounts w hich s tre ssed  th e  ex ten t of their service, a  claim  m ade on 
occasion by the  b lack  people them selves. This reinforces th e  suggestion 
contained in  the  critical realist model th a t racialised ideas are  diverse and  
m ay contain in ternal contradictions. The fourth feature of the  racialisation 
problem atic draws a tten tio n  to th e  m anner in  w hich ideas ab o u t ‘race’ 
tend  to articu late w ith o ther them es. This process w as clearly evident in 
th e  sexual stereotypes of b lack  m en th a t were employed in  debates about 
relations between them  an d  w hite women, a  feature th a t is also re tu rned  
to in the chapters th a t follow.

88



Liverpool 1919

Endnotes

1 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 5 2  Liverpool C hief Constables Report on Race Riots, 
November 15, 1919.

2 Interview notes.
3 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 5 2  Liverpool C hief Constable Report on Race Riots, 15 

November 1919.
4 Flyer, 1984: 29.
3 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 4 9  Petition to Acting Governor o f  Ja m aica  fro m  

Repatriated Seamen, 29 A ugust 1919.
3 See also Fryer, 1984: 295-6.
7 The Times, 10 J u n e  1919.
® Cited in Fryer, 1984.
9 The Daily Herald, 16 J u n e  1919.
10 The Times, 14 J u n e  1919.
11 Evidence for th is  can  be  seen  in  Scandal!, Christine Keeler’s  account 

of the  Profumo affair, an d  also in  Absolute Beginners, Colin M clnnes’ 
novel ab o u t fash ionable  London in  th e  1950s. See also M cClintock 
(1995) for a  m ore general d iscussion  of the inter-woven d iscourse of 
gender, race and  sexuality.

12 The Times, 19 J u n e  1919.
11 Interview notes.
14 The Daily Telegraph, 11 J u n e  1919.
15 The Daily Herald, 13 J u n e  1919.
*6 p r o  CO 3 2 3 /8 4 8  Liverpool Police Report on D istressed  B lacks in  

Liverpool 1 November 1920.
17 The Daily Herald, 14 J u n e  1919.
18 The Daily M ail 14 J u n e  1919.
13 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 5 2  Report fro m  Inspector o f CID, C-Division, 15 J u n e  

1919.
23 PRO CAB 23 (15) M inutes o f the War Cabinet, 24 October 1919.
21 op cit
22 PRO CO 111 /621  W illiam Sam uels to Colonial Office, 30 D ecem ber 

1918.
23 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 6 2  ALE. B aptist to Colonial Office, 19 May 1920.
24 The Daily Telegraph, 13 J u n e  1919.
23 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 5 2  Liverpool C hief Constables Report on Race Riots, 15 

November 1919.
26 The Daily Herald, 14 J u n e  1919.
27 Interview notes.
23 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 4 9  Repatriation o f  Wives, 6 October 1919.
29 PRO CO 111/621  William Sam uels to Colonial Office, 30 D ecem ber 

1918.
30 The Times, 13 J u n e  1919.
31 PRO CO 3 1 8 /3 4 9  Petition to Colonel Acting Governor o f the Island o f  

Jamaica fro m  Repatriated Seamen, 29 th  A ugust 1919.

89



Political Disorder in  1930s Britain

Chapter Three: Political Disorder in 1930s 
Britain: ‘Coloured Shirts and Tin Trumpets’

Introduction

T his C hapter exam ines th e  cam paign  of the  B ritish  Union of F asc is ts  
(BUF) to a ttrac t support in th e  E ast End of London, and  elsewhere, during  
th e  m id-1930s, and  th e  violence w hich often attended it. It considers th e  
n a tu re  of th e  reaction to th e  clashes betw een the BUF and  the ir various 
opponents, su ch  a s  th e  C om m unist Party. Following the  d isorder th a t  
occurred in  m any B ritish  cities in  the 1980s one reaction, w hich sought to 
deny social deprivation as  a  cau sa l factor argued th a t th ere  h ad  been  
considerable poverty an d  unem ploym ent during th e  1930s, b u t th a t  no 
disorder h ad  occurred then . This C hapter will fu rther d em o n stra te1 th a t 
th is  assertion is m anifestly u n tru e .

The reports  considered in  th is  C hap ter are  littered  w ith  references to  
disorders across the  country  a s  an ti-fascists clashed w ith ‘M osleyites’ a t 
political m eetings a n d  in  th e  s tree ts . D uring th is decade there  seem s to 
have been  a  w idespread view of approaching  social collapse. It w as no t 
only S ir Osw ald M osley w ho p rophesied  im pending  crises, for th e  
Com m unist Party too h ad  considerable  sup p o rt in  certain  a reas. S u ch  
p ercep tions w ere n o t lim ited  to th e  political m arg ins — even th e  
governm ent were a larm ed a t  th e  ap p aren t frailty of public order in  the  
1930s (see Stevenson, 1975; S tevenson and  Cook, 1977). This C hapter 
explores th e se  d eb a te s  a n d  su g g est th a t, underly ing  them , w as a  
p a rticu la r conception of E ng lish  identity  w hich drew  upon  them es of 
obedience to the  law  an d  to lera tion . All sides in  th is  political conflict 
sought to define them selves a s  th e  heirs to th is English legacy of respect 
for law and  order. They all a sse rted  th a t  they em bodied trad itio n s  of 
English  political cu ltu re , in  a n  a ttem p t to legitim ise th e ir ideological 
position.

Background and context

In  any  d iscussion  of h isto ry  it is difficult to d istingu ish  betw een th e  
s tru c tu ra l causes of events an d  th e  im pact of particu lar individuals (Carr,
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1961). In  th is case, th e  trib u la tio n s  of the 1930s were rooted in  social 
problems relating to th e  G reat D epression and  the  political legacy of the 
F irst W orld W ar. However, it  is difficult to consider th ese  events in  
isolation from th e  m anoeuvrings of the  upper-class political maverick. Sir 
Oswald Mosley. One of th e  few people to cross the  floor of the H ouse of 
Commons from Conservative to Labour, Mosley ended h is governm ental 
prospects when, in 1930, he  resigned h is Cabinet position a s  Chancellor of 
the D uchy of Lancashire following a  disagreem ent over h is  proposals to 
tackle unem ploym ent.

In the  sam e year, fru s tra ted  by w h at he perceived as  the  inertia  of the 
conventional parties, Mosley form ed th e  New Party, a  p recurso r of the 
BUF. The New Party lasted for only one year and  it ‘failed spectacularly’ (N. 
Mosley, 1983: 9) in  the 1931 general election. In 1932, Mosley launched  
the BUF in  an  a ttem pt to tran scen d  th e  factionalism of the  New Party  and 
to u n ite  a  num ber of sm all sect-like fascist groups, th a t h ad  existed in 
Britain a t least since the 1920s, behind  his dynamic leadership. A lthough 
m any of those who inaugura ted  the  BUF were committed anti-Sem ites the 
party did not, officially a t  least, take any  position on ‘the Jew ish question’ 
for som e years. Considerable debate h a s  taken  place abou t Mosley’s  tru e  
opinion of Jew s. Some have argued  (for example, Benewick, 1972) th a t 
Mosley only adopted  anti-Sem itic  views in order to g am er support a t  a  
time w hen the  BUF w as w aning. Skidelsky (1975), on the  o ther hand , 
reflects Mosley’s  own acco u n t in  arguing  th a t the  behaviour of the  Jew s 
them selves contributed to th e  anti-Sem itic s tance of the BUF, which is an  
issue discussed further la te r in  th is Chapter.

The period betw een 1932 an d  1934, w hen Lord Rothermere, proprietor of 
the Daily Mail, w ithdrew  h is  su p p o rt in  response to the  BUF’s em ergent 
anti-Sem itism , ap p ears  to have been  the  high-w ater m ark  for Mosley’s 
m ovem ent. M em bership of th e  BUF is difficult to a scerta in  w ith  any  
certainty, largely due to th e  questionable reliability of the figures presented 
by particular in terests giving a  num ber th a t was either too high or too low. 
However, the n u m b er w as relatively large and  geographically spread . 
D urham  (1989) suggests th a t  th e  m em bership reached 40,000 by 1934, 
and  Nicholas Mosley (1983) claim s th a t there were in  the  region of 300 
branches across th e  country  by th is date. W hatever the support in  term s 
of num bers, Mosley certainly received favourable a tten tion  from notable
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sources. Nicholas Mosley (1983) quotes the favourable opinion of George 
Bernard Shaw, for example, an d  Rotherm ere’s support was announced on 
th e  front page of th e  Daily Mail of 8 Ja n u a ry  1934 under th e  headline 
HURRAH FOR THE BLACKSHIRTS!. Many of those who had  belonged to 
pre-BU F fasc is t p a r tie s  a n d  co n tin u ed  to play a  role in  Mosley’s 
organisation were p a r t of the  estab lishm ent, and  often they w ere form er 
m ilitary officers. Indeed, one of th e  problem s th a t  th e  BUF sough t to 
overcome in  order to a ttrac t g reater m ass support w as the perception th a t 
fa sc is t po litics w as th e  d o m ain  of upper-m idd le  and  u p p e r-c la ss  
eccentrics. ̂

After 1934 th e  fortunes of the  p a rty  waned. This w as due to a  num ber of 
factors including the  negative im ages of the  BUF following the  violence a t  
Olympia, th e  w ithdraw al of su p p o rt by R otherm ere in  J u ly  1934, 
increasing negative parallels being  draw n with developm ents in  Germ any 
an d  Italy, an d  th e  considerab le  expense of m ain ta in ing  th e  extensive 
organisation Mosley h ad  devised. A nderson (1983: 137) outlines events 
th a t overshadowed the  B U Fs activities:

In 1936, King George V died, Germany remilitarized the Rhineland, Italy 
conquered Ethiopia, the Spanish Civil War began, and Edward VIII gave 
up the throne to m any the woman he loved. In the year of three kings it 
would have been hard to keep a minority political movement before the 
public eye. That Mosley was once again able to gain headlines in 1936 
was not an indication of the growth of his movement, bu t of the renewed 
intensity of anti-fascist activity.

It was against th is background of decline th a t two related initiatives were 
launched  in  the  m id-1930s. F irst, th e  BUF developed an  overtly anti- 
Semitic stance, w here previously the  official policy h ad  been am biguous 
w ith  som e of th e  m ovem ent’s  leaders  openly an d  proudly  declaring  
them selves anti-Sem ites an d  o thers, including Mosley, trying to m aintain  
th a t  the  BUF took no policy line on  Jew ish  people per se. The second 
developm ent w as th e  la u n c h  of th e  cam paign in  E a st London. This 
effectively represen ted  tac it recognition th a t the m ovem ent did no t have 
th e  resources to ag itate nationw ide and  the belief th a t a  concentration of 
effort would bring greater rew ard. It was th is  cam paign th a t b rought the 
issu e  of violence back  on to th e  agenda and  culm inated in  th e  fam ous
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Battle of Cable S treet in  October 1936. Despite Mosley’s efforts, the party’s 
fortunes did no t recover. Some suggest, ra th e r naively given th e  history of 
an ti-Sem itism  in  B rita in ,^  th a t  th e  BUF’s adoption of explicit an ti- 
Sem itism  never received m a ss  su p p o rt because  it w as a t  odds w ith  
Britain’s  tolerant character an d  dem ocratic past. Whatever th e  reason the 
party  never regained its m om entum . By 1938, the Metropolitan Police, who 
had  been instructed  by the  Home Secretary to undertake surveillance on 
BUF an d  an ti-fascist activities, w ere reporting th a t the  m ovem ent w as 
having little success in  response to its  sum m er campaign (Stevenson and  
Cook, 1977: 210).

The advance in  fascism  elsew here in  Europe throughout th e  1930s saw  
the  BUF develop an o th er them e w hich also reflected the  an ti-Sem itism  
they were propagating in  th e  E a s t End. Towards the  end of the decade, 
Mosley and  the  BUF h ad  en tered  into w h at Nicholas Mosley (1983: 148) 
h as  described as  the  th ird  p h ase  of their history: campaigning against w ar 
w ith Germany. U sing the  slogans ‘M ind B ritain’s B usiness’ an d  ‘B ritain  
Fights for B ritain Only’, the  BUF argued th a t Britain should  only en ter a  
w ar if directly invaded or th reatened . Their anti-Sem itism  w as evident, as 
they  argued th a t  Jew ish  in te re s ts  w ere dragging B ritain  in to  a  w ar in  
which it  h ad  no ‘real’ concern. Mosley’s cam paign continued, w ith som e 
apparen t success in  term s of pubic support. In May 1940, though, th e  
Cabinet au thorised  the  A m endm ent to the  Emergency Powers Act so th a t 
the Home Secretary could im prison any  person  considered a  danger to the 
national in terest. The day after th e  am endm ent was passed , Mosley w as 
arrested  and  sen t to Brixton prison. Effectively th is  w as th e  end of the  
BUF, and  it was disbanded la ter th a t year. Mosley rem ained in  prison un til 
1943 and, although he  attem pted  a  brief political re tu rn  in th e  late 1950s, 
his b rand  of fascism  never reappeared  w ith anything like the  sam e im pact 
it had  in  the  1930s.

As shown in  Table 4.1, violence often surrounded  the activities of the BUF. 
It is clear th a t no t all of it em anated  from the Blackshirts, an d  bo th  the 
BUF and  an ti-fascist groups w ere keen  to distance them selves from the  
disturbances and  to claim th a t their opponents were principally culpable. 
B oth  p a rtie s  in  th e  d iso rders  a ttem p ted  to exonerate them selves by 
claiming th a t they represented  the  au then tic  legacy of the B ritish political 
tradition . If Mosley ever adm itted  th a t any  of his followers engaged in

93



Table 1: A Selection of Violent Incidents Involving the BUF, 1932-36

Place Date Comments

Trafalgar Square. 
London

15 October 1932 First public meeting of the BUF. Largely peaceful but there were minor scuffles.

Farringdon Street, 
London

24 October 1932 Three hecklers thrown out of an indoor meeting by members of the Fascist Defence Force: ‘this set the tone for many fascist 
meetings in the future* (N. Mosley, 1983, 11).

London May 1933 Violent clashes between BUF and opponents at a rally in London, and clashes during an  anti-Ilitler demonstration (Bcnyon, 
1987: 40).

Bristol 27 March 1934 4-500 fascists clashed with crowds outside a meeting hall. This incident was discussed in Parliament on 9 April 1934, ‘... the 
first example of a typical conflict situation in the 1930s, one which was to give the police some of their greatest headaches ...* 
(Skldelsky, 1975: 354).

Edinburgh 1 June 1934 Clashes as police intervened during a counter demonstration to protest against a BUF rally in the city.

Bristol 1 June 1934 Parliamentary Debates mentioned these disturbances after the police had to close a meeting of fascists following clashes with 
opponents.

Finsbury Park, 
London

3 June 1934 ‘Scuffles’ between fascists and communists at a BUF meeting.

Olympia, London 7 June 1934 Major disturbances inside the venue where thousands had gathered for a  key speech by Mosley. This Is often seen as a  major 
reversal In the fortunes of the BUF as it never managed to disassociate itself from violence after tnis point.

Plymouth 13 June 1934 Around a  thousand people took part in an anti-fascist demonstration.

Leicester 15 June  1934 Police called to clear market place of thousands of anti-fascist demonstrators.

Bristol 22 June 1934 12 injured In a  fight between 40 fascists and 150 communists.

Sheffield 28 June 1934 Major demonstration against Mosley’s meeting In the City Hall. The Times described the police’s ’elaborate preparations’ to 
prevent rioting.

Worthing 9 October 1934 Mosley and followers charged with riotous assembly after disorder a t a  BUF meeting — all were subsequently acquitted 
(Skldelsky, 1975, 354).

Leicester April and 
October 1935

Disorder a t various BUF meetings In Leicester (Benyon, 1987: 41).

Merseyside June 1935 A woman died during violence a t a  BUF meeting at Bootle (Benyon, 1987: 40).

Hull 12 July 1936 Six Blackshirts were knocked unconscious during Mosley's speech to an  open-air meeting: as Mosley’s car drove away Its 
windscreen was shattered by a  bullet.

East End of London 4 October 1936 The Battle of Cable Street’. Contrary to folkloiic accounts this was not a  clash between the people of the East End and Mosley’s 
fascists, but between anti-fascists and the police. Mosley diverted his proposed march through Cable Street following pressure 
from the Chief Constable of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Philip Game.

Source: Compiled from contemporaneous press accounts, parliamentary debates and the books referenced.
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violence — an d  he w ould u su a lly  s tre ss  th a t th is  w as a  m atter of self- 
defence or to  pro tect th e  o ther inviolable trad ition  of free speech — he  
would claim  th a t they  relied u p o n  the ‘good old English fist’ ra th e r  th a n  
th e  more invidious m ethods of h is  opponents (Fielding, 1981: 21). Both the  
fasc is ts  a n d  an ti-fa sc is ts  a lso  claim ed th a t  th e  police offered th e ir  
opponents undue  protection an d  policed street politics partially.

It is  difficult to prove a n  accu ra te  p ictu re  of the extent and  origin of th e  
violence an d  the selective n a tu re  of the account in th is  Chapter indicates 
th a t  no com prehensive a ttem pt to  do so is being m ade. W hatever the tru e  
position, th e  association of the BUF w ith  violence becam e established in  
th e  public m ind by the  m id-1930s. Although som ew hat superseded in  th e  
public im agination by the  sk inheads of th e  1970s, the  image of the  violent 
fa sc is t of th e  1930s rem ain s  an d  is  evidenced by th e  co n tin u in g  
connota tions of violent thuggery  som etim es associated  w ith the  b lack  
sh irt, w hich was the  uniform  of th e  BUF stew ards in  the 1930s. From th e  
d istance of several decades it is no t of prim e im portance to discover how 
m uch  violence there w as or who w as responsible for it. Of course a t the  
tim e these questions were of cen tral concern b u t w hat is of greater in terest 
in  th is  th esis  are th e  a rg u m en ts  th a t  explained th is  violence, and  th e  
discourses th a t were employed around  it.

The next section  of th is  C h ap te r exam ines som e of these inciden ts in  
greater detail and explores bo th  th e  events them selves and  the reactions to 
them . P articu lar focus is placed on th e  violence w hich occurred a t th e  
1934 Olympia m eeting and  th e  ‘Battle of Cable S tree t’ of 1936, although 
o ther incidents are also m entioned.

Olympia, 7 June 1934: ‘wholly unnecessary violence*
As h as  been  show n in  Table 4.1 the events a t Olympia in  J u n e  1934 
m arked a  tu rn ing  po in t in  th e  fo rtunes of the  BUF. Prior to th is  violent 
confrontation between fascists an d  their opponents, th e  BUF h ad  enjoyed 
a  relatively respectable, if eccentric, image. Often they were regarded by 
th e  m ainstream  press a s  a n  interesting party, led by a n  exceptional orator, 
who, w hilst not posing any serious th rea t to the s ta tu s  quo, provided a n  
in triguing  political d istrac tion . Press coverage of th e  BUF after th ese  
events becam e increasingly focused on the  issue  of violence, w ith th e ir  
political rallies and  m eetings usually  being reported in  term s of w hether or
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not violence had  occurred. After Olympia it was regarded as newsworthy to 
report a  BUF m eeting w here  there  w as no violence, suggesting th a t  a 
peaceful event w as regarded a s  un u su al.

This shift in  th e  image of th e  BUF did not sim ply reflect a n  increase in 
levels of violence associa ted  w ith  the ir activities. W hilst there  m ay have 
been  m ore disorder, in te rm s of the num ber of people involved, once the 
party  becam e established, th is  m ay have been because the profile of the 
party  h ad  risen  and  in te re s t in  it, b o th  in  favour an d  ag ain st, h ad  
increased. If there  were m ore rallies, m eetings and  processions occurring, 
it is no t su rp risin g  th a t th e  likelihood of d istu rb an ces also  increased . 
However, violence had  always been associated w ith BUF m eetings an d  was 
a  com m on fea tu re  of m u c h  political cam paigning betw een th e  w ars 
(Dunning e t aL in  Gaskell an d  Benewick, 1987). W hat w as significant 
about the  Olympia m eeting w as not the  disorder per se, b u t ra ther th e  way 
in  w hich it w as publicly m ediated. The fact th a t these events occurred in 
front of th e  ran k s of the ‘g rea t and  th e  good’ m ean t th a t their im pact was 
m uch  sh a rp e r  th a n  in  o th e r c ircum stances. W hilst th is  case m ay no t 
am ount to a  m oral panic in  th e  u su a l sense (Cohen, 1972) it does reflect a  
broad them e in  criminology w hich refers to th e  ways in  w hich crim e is 
socially co n stru c ted  (see, for exam ple, M atthew s an d  Young, 1992). 
Skldelsky (1975: 365) m akes a  sim ilar point w hen he argues that:

for both fascists and anti-fascists Olympia was the epic battle of the 
1930s ... (but) ... today it is clear that Olympia’s notoriety owes less to 
the events of the meeting itself than to the context in which they took 
place.

Although it is often suggested th a t it w as the ‘Battle of Cable S treet’ which 
led to the  passage of th e  1936 Public Order Act it w as actually  Olympia 
th a t  w as th e  p recu rso r to  th e  debate  th a t eventually  led to th e  law. 
S tevenson an d  Cook (1977: 204) sum  up  the im portance of these  events 
w hen they argue that:

the Olympia meeting focused attention upon the British fascist 
movement, brought the government to the brink of legislation, and 
frightened off more conservative support.
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The Olympia m eeting w as no t the  first large scale rally held by the BUF. In  
April 1934 th e  Albert Hall w as th e  venue for a  rally w hich attracted  some
10,000 people and  p assed  off relatively peacefully. Nicholas Mosley (1983: 
58) repo rts  th a t  O lym pia w as in ten d ed  n o t only to consolidate th e  
m om entum  th a t  the BUF w as build ing as  a  political movement b u t also to 
a ttra c t a  m ore ‘in tellectual’ an d  elite audience. As Skidelsky (1975: 369) 
states:

Olympia was not a typical fascist audience. The enormous publicity had 
built it up into a social occasion; the startlingly rapid rise of fascism 
(more apparent than real) had made many people curious to see the new 
phenomenon. For the first and only time in the BUF’s history Mosley was 
able to get into one of his halls a substantial percentage of Britain’s 
establishment. It did not like what it saw.

From  its  in cep tio n  th e  m ee tin g  received a  h igh  profile an d  w as 
controversial. The C om m unist Party  announced in mid-May th a t it would 
launch  a  counter-dem onstration, w hilst Rothermere’s  Evening Mail offered 
tickets to th e  venue a s  com petition prizes and  supplied black sh irts  for the 
stew ards’ uniform s. In  th e  im m ediate bu ild -up  to th e  rally th e  Daily 
Worker p rin ted  m aps show ing how  to get to th e  venue and  urged an ti­
fascists  to travel to g e th er on th e  tu b e  in  order to qualify for group 
d iscoun ts  on  th e ir  tick e ts . S k idelsky  (1975: 368) records th a t  four 
colum ns of com m unists m arched to  Olympia and  th a t there were around  
2,500 an ti-fascists p resen t, 500 of whom m anaged to secure entry  to the  
venue. The BUF also  m arched  to  Olympia, and  approxim ately  2 ,000 
uniform ed fascists w ere inside to h ea r Mosley’s speech. By th e  time the  
meeting began there w ere approxim ately 12,000 people inside th e  hall and  
Mosley proclaimed th e  gathering  to  be the largest of its  kind ever held in  
Britain.

Alm ost as  soon a s  M osley’s speech  h ad  begun  he  w as in terru p ted  by 
m em bers of th e  aud ience shou ting  anti-fascist slogans. A lthough Mosley 
ordered h is BUF stew ards to remove the hecklers they were organised in  
su ch  a  way th a t, a s  one w as removed, ano ther began to sh o u t slogans 
from  som e o th e r p lace  w ith in  th e  hall. P auses to deal w ith  th ese  
in terrup tions prolonged Mosley’s speech by alm ost a n  hour,4 b u t it w as 
the n a tu re  of th e  tre a tm e n t m eted ou t to the an ti-fascist p ro testers th a t
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quickly becam e em broiled in controversy. A lthough the  police recorded 
th a t there  h ad  been  no serious violence (Skidelsky, 1975: 370) the m ore 
common reaction  w as horror an d  outrage a t the actions of th e  stew ards 
who, it  w as claim ed, h a d  a ssa u lte d  pro testers. Three MPs who h a d  
w itnessed  th ese  ev en ts  ac ted  quickly  to draft a  le tter to  The Tim es 
recording their im pression of events:

We were involuntary witnesses of wholly unnecessary violence inflicted 
by uniformed Blackshirts on interrupters. Men and women were knocked 
down, and, after they had been knocked down, were still assaulted and 
kicked on the floor. It will be a m atter of surprise to us if there were no 
fatal injuries.®

A num ber of those  ejected recorded  th e ir  experiences in  a  pam ph le t 
published shortly a fte r the  rally (Vindicator, 1934). It is w orth m entioning 
a  few accounts to illu stra te  the n a tu re  of the  events under discussion. One 
m an  recorded how:

close by a man seemed to be protesting against the brutal treatment. He 
received a punch on the jaw that knocked him back into his chair, where 
a mob of Blackshirts proceeded to beat him up, one of them standing 
behind the man (held down in his chair) and hammering the side of his 
face with all his might.®

Another eyewitness recorded how the  spotlight tra ined on Mosley would be 
sw ung around  on to a n  in terrup ter in  order to single them  out, she stated:

I saw several Blackshirts using knuckle-dusters near me in attacking 
hecklers, I saw male Blackshirts attack women who interrupted, and a 
man brutally thrown out who had just stood up in his seat and not even 
spoken. ̂

A victim of th e  s tew ards’ violence recorded how he had  w itnessed others 
being assaulted . W hen he protested to two Blackshirts who were beating a  
woman, he claimed:
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II] was Immediately set on by twenty to thirty Blackshirts in the corridors 
towards the exit, after having been passed from gang to gang of 
Blackshirts who each in their tu rn  beat me. I was knocked down and 
covered by at least thirty Blackshirts, who punched and kicked me 
whilst down, while others tried to twist my legs and arms in an attempt 
undoubtedly either to dislocate or break my limbs. During this time I 
was hit on the arm by one Blackshirt wearing a knuckle-duster. Finally I 
was thrown out of the door, practically unconscious, with one shoe lost, 
being wrenched off as they tried to twist my left leg.8

D espite the scale of the  violence only 23 people were arrested . This was 
largely because th e  police w ere no t p resen t inside the venue where m uch 
of the  disorder occurred — all th e  a rres ts  were m ade outside after th e  rally 
w as over. At th a t  tim e th e  police h a d  no clear right to en ter a  private 
m eeting uninvited, and  it w as for th is  reason th a t Mosley often argued th a t 
he was entitled to use  h is  own stew ards to protect his meetings.

Although m ost condem ned the  violence, some com m entators defended the 
activities of th e  stew ards on th e  grounds th a t they were provoked by their 
opponents. O thers argued  th a t  they  were trying to en su re  th a t Mosley 
could be h ea rd  an d  w ere upho ld ing  the  dem ocratic princip le of free 
speech. Two correspondents to The Times, for example, claimed that:

it is scandalous that a small minority [of the audience] should have it in 
their power to render nugatory the proceedings. A forcible ejection of 
such intruders is the only remedy left to the majority, and if these 
intruders violently resist they have no one but themselves to blame if 
they suffer. ̂

The sam e corresponden ts also no ted  th a t th e  women in te rru p te rs  were 
dealt w ith by female stew ards, a  ‘thoughtful courtesy’ from the  BUF. This 
view w as often con trad icted  by o ther accounts. In V indicator (1934), for 
example, there  a re  several accoun ts  of women being assau lted  by m ale 
BUF stew ards and , in  one case, of the  wom an’s clothing being to m  off in 
the process.

Soon after th e  O lym pia rally  th e  C abinet m et to d iscu ss  th e  Home 
Secretary’s proposal to g ran t the  police powers to en ter private m eetings
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w ithout perm ission. O n 20 Ju ly  1934, the  Cabinet d iscussed  legislation 
w hich would b a n  th e  w earing  of political uniform s, re stric t local a n d  
national m arches an d  provide for meetings to be banned. 10 Some of these  
m easures h ad  been on th e  agenda before the violence a t Olympia and  were 
not, in  any case, acted  u p o n  for ano ther several years. A nderson (1983: 
121) suggests th a t th is  w as prim arily because  the issue  faded from th e  
political agenda an d  th a t  ‘th e  National Governm ent, never d isposed to  
quick action, began to p ro crastin a te ’. The activities of the BUF and  th e ir  
opponen ts began  to receive m ore a tten tio n  during  1936, w hen  th e  
cam paign in  the  E ast E nd of London was launched, culm inating — a t least 
in  term s of th e  debate  su rro u n d in g  disorder — in  the  ‘B attle of Cable 
S treet’ in October of th a t  year.

'The Battle of Cable Street’, 4 October 1936: ‘they shall not pass’
In  m any respects  th e  events in  O ctober 1936 have come to be seen  a s  
m ost significant in th e ir  sym bolic value. It h a s  been a rgued11 th a t they  
led to the passage of the  1936 Public Order Act, which would have credited 
them  with greater m ateria l im pact, b u t th is  overstates the case, since th e  
legislation h ad  been contem plated  for som e years. Furtherm ore, the  legal 
development w as also provoked by the perceived th rea t from the  left — in  
th e  form of th e  N ational U nem ployed W orker’s M ovement a n d  th e  
Com m unist Party  — a s  well a s  problem s of disorder em anating from th e  
far-right. W hilst th e  B attle  of Cable S tree t m ay have provided fu rth e r 
im petus tow ards legislation, it h a s  enjoyed longer currency in  an ti-fascist 
h isto iy  as  the  occasion on w hich th e  m asses rose u p  and  defeated B ritish 
fascism .12 D eakin (1978: 167) recognises th a t  the  violent scenes of 4 
October 1936 have acqu ired  a  s ta tu s  ou t of proportion to their severity 
w hen he  a rgues th a t  ‘th e se  sim ple, if dram atic  events, have becom e 
overlaid by a  series of heroic legends with little foundation in  fact’. In some 
respects, th e  place of th e se  events in the  an ti-fascist pan theon  can  b e  
considered quite  sep ara te ly  from  w hat actually  occurred. A lthough th e  
Battle of Cable S treet w as m ore complex th a n  accounts in folklore often 
imply, th is does not affect its  position in  m yth or legend. M ichael Keith 
(1993: 92) recognises th a t  su ch  events have parallel existences w hen h e  
writes of more recent disorders:
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what an event means Is not the same as what an event was. Again the 
difference between the ‘private’ and the ‘public’ lives of a riot’ [emphasis 
in original].

The following accoun t seeks to exam ine the ‘private life’ of the  B attle  of 
Cable S tree t — by exploring th e  perspectives of som e p artic ip an ts . 
Following this, th e  reactions to  th e  events and  th e  them es th a t em erge 
from  th e se  d ebates  a re  exam ined . These show  th e  sim plicity  of th e  
a rgum en t w hich holds th a t  th e  even ts in  O ctober 1936 involved th e  
working class of the  E ast E nd  rising u p  against fascist interlopers.

The Battle of Cable S treet occurred  a t  th e  end of a  sum m er th a t h ad  seen  
the BUF focus their a tten tion  on the  E ast End of London. In October 1935, 
Prime M inister Baldwin h a d  called th e  general election earlier th a n  h ad  
been anticipated, leaving th e  BUF un ab le  to field candidates for every sea t 
and  financially u n p rep ared  to wage a  significant cam paign. In order to 
avoid electoral hum iliation, th e  Party  decided no t to contest the election, 
declared them  a  sham , a n d  so u g h t to operate w ith the  aim  of ‘F ascism  
NextTLme’ (Cross, 1961: ch ap te r 10; N. Mosley, 1983: chap ter 12). A large 
p art of th is  ex tra-P arliam entary  effort w as to be focused upon  th e  E ast 
End of London. The decision to  concentrate  the  Party’s resources on a  
relatively sm all geographical a rea  is explained differently by those w ith  
different perspectives on Mosley and  th e  BUF. Those com m entators who 
appear to som e degree sym pathetic  to Mosley (for example, Skidelsky, 
1975, an d  N. Mosley, 1983) suggest th a t  the  Party  w as encouraged to 
develop in  the E ast End by th e  local population who had, real or imagined, 
grievances against th e  Jew ish  population. O ther, m ore hostile accoun ts 
(for example, Jacobs, 1978), s ta ted  th a t the  Party created anti-Sem itism  in  
the area  and  were ‘outsiders’ who never really ‘belonged’ there.

W hatever the  tru th  of these  conflicting claims, the  E ast London cam paign 
w as s ign ifican t a s  it  saw  th e  BUF’s an ti-S em itism  becom e firm ly 
entrenched and  its effects becom e concrete for the  first tim e on any scale. 
Skidelsky (1975: 398-99) suggests th a t m uch of the  disorder occurring in  
the area  a t th is tim e w as relatively m inor, consisting of graffiti and  ‘petty  
teenage figh ts’. O thers  reco rd  different perspectives w hich  saw  th e  
activities of th e  BUF as  m ore threatening . One wom an who lived in  the  

area a t the  time recalled:
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If you were a youngster brought up in the East End in the 1930s, you 
weren’t  a stranger to politics. They had political meetings on every 
comer, the Labour Party, the Communist Party. We’d also listen to the 
fascist meetings, and they were held on many comers too. For a Jewish 
kid, they were belting out their message of hate, and we’d hear of the 
attacks on Jews in the East End by them, and we learnt to hate back. *3

O ther accounts of the  period record  th e  extent of fascist and  anti-fascist 
agitation in  th e  a r e a .  *4 By O ctober 1936, the extent of political activity in  
the  area w as su ch  th a t The Times com m ented th a t ‘the E ast Ender can  do 
his work, have his supper, and  th e n  enjoy politics from 8 p.m. to bed-tim e 
every evening’. 15 indeed th e  ex tent of the political agitation by bo th  sides 
becam e su ch  th a t th e  policing of o ther areas of the capital was adversely 
affected. This com m itm ent of police officers to monitor fascist activity in  
th e  E ast E nd  w as partly  th e  re su lt of political p ressu re  from th e  Home 
Office. For example, th e  Home Secretary  issues a n  aide memoire on 16 
Ju ly  1936 rem inding senior officers that:

grossly abusive language about the Jews either individually or as a race 
is a serious offence and that there can be no question in this matter of 
good-humoured toleration of language which in other circumstances 
might not call for instant action.17

The extent to which the police enforced th is  principle is unclear, w ith some 
claim ing th a t  th e  police often to lera ted  the activities of BUF m em bers 
w hilst effectively preven ting  th e  C om m unist Party, for exam ple, from 
m ounting their opposition (Jacobs, 1978; Lebzelter, 1978; BBC IV , 1994). 
W hatever th e  t ru th  of th e  claim s ab o u t policing, one indication of th e  
extent of anti-Sem itic activities in  the E ast End was the establishm ent of a  
Jew ish  Defence Cam paign by th e  Board of Deputies, an  organisation often 
criticised for lacking radicalism  during  the fight against fascism  in London 
during this period (Lewis, 1987; Mullings, 1984).

It w as against th is  background th a t  Mosley announced th a t the BUF were 
to stage their biggest dem onstra tion  yet — through  th e  E ast End on 4 
October 1936, stopping  a t  four poin ts en route for m eetings. The m arch  
m et with opposition organised on a  com parable scale and  through sim ilar 
new spaper cam paigns a s  w ith Olympia. The influence of the  in ternational
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dim ension to  the fight against fascism  could be seen in  the  adoption by 
an ti-fasc ists  of th e  p h ra se  coined by those  defending M adrid ag a in st 
Franco. One wom an p resen t recollected how:

There appeared the whitewashed signs all over the pavements: “They 
Shall Not Pass", there were posters, there were leaflets, asking everybody 
in the East End to form what I can only describe as a human wall. You 
weren’t asked to go and fight, you were asked to block the streets, block 
the roads so the fascists couldn’t get through.1®

Jacobs (1978) drew  a tten tio n  to  th e  im portance of the an tic ipa tion  of 
Mosley’s m arch  a n d  th e  role th a t  ru m o u r an d  expectation  h ad  on 
subsequent events. This is a  factor also noted in respect of the disorders of 
Broadwater Farm  in  1985, d iscussed  in  C hapter Five. Jacobs recalled how 
(1978: 235):

In Stepney we heard a rumour tha t Mosley intended organising a mass 
inarch of uniformed fascists through the heart of the Jewish areas. In 
fact, the Blackshirt carried a notice saying full information about a 
proposed march and meetings would appear next week. The next week’s 
issue announced a march ending in four meetings, at Aske Street, 
Shoreditch, Salmons Lane, Limehouse, at 5 pm in Stafford Road, Bow, 
and at 6 pm at Victoria Park Square, Bethnal Green. Before these 
announcements, the air was full of foreboding. Speculation was 
mounting. Rumours multiplied. The immediate response was that this 
could not be allowed to happen and that if it did, the outcome would be 
disastrous.

W hen the tim e cam e, however, th e  B lackshirts were no t able to m arch  
th rough  the E ast E nd. Mosley’s  w ish to be  provocative in h is  choice of 
location w as fulfilled, perhaps beyond his expectation, and  the num ber of 
people who tu rn e d  o u t to block th e  s tree t w as sufficient to prevent the  
procession. One anti-fascist activist rem em bered that:

They reckoned there was about a quarter of a million people at Aldgate, I 
think there was about 200,000, and we went to Royal Mint Street where 
they were parading and we smashed up banners and the police chased
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us. In the meantime Tubby Rosen and Phil Piratin, who became a 
Communist MP afterwards, set up a barricade because the police wanted 
them [the BUF) to march through Cable Street which would lead on to 
Victoria Park. They had to divert it because they couldn’t get through 
Aldgate, it was ju s t a m ass of people. One thing you must remember, not 
a shop window was broken or anything looted. You see the Communist 
Party were very disciplined. *9

A lthough the  p ro te s te rs  p reven ted  Mosley a n d  his su p p o rte rs  from 
m arching they did not confront the  fascists face-to-face. Instead, the clash 
w as w ith  th e  police who tried  w ithou t su ccess  to clear th e  s tree ts  to 
facilitate th e  m arch. The previously cited view claims th a t the  affair w as 
relatively orderly, a  p o in t reinforced by M ullings (1984, 266). O ther 
accounts suggest th a t th e  clash  w ith  the  police w as violent a t  tim es. One 
eyewitness claim s th a t a  group of officers were forced to su rrender to the 
protesters:

Cable Street was very narrow at that time and we forced open lock-ups 
and pulled out lorries, carts and things and made barricades. Then the 
police charged the barricades. Above these stores were tenements and 
the women ju st leaned out and threw everything they could lay their 
hands on down onto the police. And when I say everything, I mean 
everything: hot water, boiling water, kitchen oil, fats and things, and 
they [the police! ran into these sheds to hide. Then a lot of women came 
down and started banging in and kicking at the shed doors. Finally they 
came out again, and surrendered with their hands in the air. Well, we 
were rather nonplussed, who ever saw a policeman surrender, and what 
do you do?! So we took their helmets and told them to shove off. 20

In advance of the  m arch. Home Secretary Sir J o h n  Simon had  agreed th a t 
the  S ir Philip Game, Chief C onstable of th e  M etropolitan Police, could 
decide to b an  th e  m arch  shou ld  th e  circum stances dem and. It w as th is  
course of ac tio n  th a t  w as tak en  a n d  Mosley agreed to re ro u te  th e  
procession away from Cable Street. In  h is subsequent report (Metropolitan 
Police, 1936) Game explained that:
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it became necessary to take steps to prevent a march through the East 
End owing to strong local opposition. There is little doubt that serious 
rioting and bloodshed would have occurred had the march been allowed 
to take place.

Nevertheless, fighting betw een th e  police an d  dem onstrators did occur, 
leading to 88 arrests  an d  70 people being treated  for injuries. More th a n
5 ,0 0 0  police officers h a d  b ee n  em ployed to p reven t th e  physica l 
confron tation  of B lack sh irts  w ith  an ti-fasc ists . After th e  m arch  w as 
redirected Mosley issu ed  a  s ta tem en t claim ing th a t the  events m arked a  
victory for the  opponents of dem ocracy and  claiming th a t the  governm ent 
h ad  ‘...openly  su rren d e re d  to  Red te rro r’,21 w hich  w as co n tra s te d  
unfavourably with the  law-abiding actions of the BUF.

A week la ter the C om m unist P arty  organised a  rally in  the  E ast End to 
celebrate th e  successfu l ‘show  of s tren g th ’ against fascism . The events 
have often been  hailed a s  a  triu m p h  of the  ordinary w orking-class people 
of th e  E ast End over fascism . Skidelsky (1975, 406-07) points out th a t th is 
view is simplistic, ignoring th a t the  BUF also had  ‘successes’ in th e  area a t  
th is time. Indeed, exactly a  week after Cable Street, Mosley addressed  a  
m eeting of thousands in  Victoria Park and  m arched to it a t the head  of a  
procession through Limehouse, all w ith little significant opposition.

Explaining the disorders

An analysis of the m ain  them es in  the reactions to the  events a t  Olympia 
and  in  E ast London show s th a t  there  w ere two m ain  d iscourses in  th e  
debates abou t violence, disorder an d  the BUF. These discourses can  also 
be identified in  som e of the  cases  d iscussed  in o ther ch ap ters  in  th is  
th esis . F irst, the rac ia lised  p o rtrayal of th e  se ttlem ent of th e  Jew ish  
com m unity  in  the E a s t E nd is outlined an d  d iscussed . Second, th e  
suggestion  th a t  political d iso rder w as som ehow  alien  to th e  na tional 
character is analysed. This understand ing  of the disorders relies upon a  
conception of a  liberal, to le ran t and  law -abiding political trad ition  in  
Britain. This view of B ritish  history was often evident following disorders in  
th e  1980s an d  is fu rth e r d iscussed  in  C hapter Five on the  B roadw ater 
Farm  disturbances. It is in teresting  th a t the  BUF, their direct opponents,
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and  m ain stream  political com m entators, all drew upon  aspects of th is  
discourse to try  to justify  their position.

Jews in the East End of London: ‘you’ve got to be a good Yiddisher boy'
A Jew ish  com m unity h a s  b een  established  in B ritain  since Rom an tim es 
and  h as  suffered persecu tion  for centuries. In 1190 Jew s were m assacred  
in  York a n d  a  cen tu ry  la te r  Edw ard I expelled th e  Jew s from B rita in  
(Cohen, 1994). The b u lk  of th e  recen t m igration cam e between 1881 and  
1914, w hen Jew ish  refugees fled from pogroms in  Russia, Poland, and  the  
Baltic S tates22. There w as anti-Sem itism  directed against these m igrants, 
and  the  1905 Aliens Act w as designed to curtail their entry. By 1911 there  
were some 240,000 Jew s living in  Britain, m any of whom  were settled  in  
the E ast End (Deakin, 1978: 161),

There are several explanations of th e  development of an  explicit officially- 
sanctioned policy of anti-Sem itism  by the  BUF as  it concentrated its  efforts 
on th e  E a s t E nd  of London. The developm ent of an ti-S em itism  w as 
regarded by all a s  a  crucial factor in  th e  escalation of disorder in  the  mid- 
1930s. As s ta ted  earlier, there  were individuals w ithin th e  BUF who h ad  
m ade little  effort to conceal th e ir v iru len t an ti-Sem itism , b u t Mosley 
refused to adopt su c h  a  position a s  a  m atter of policy until late 1934. Prior 
to this, he had  issued  orders th a t no BUF representative should indulge in  
anti-Sem itism  during  their speeches. Although the BUF included speakers 
such  as  William Joyce and  Mick Clarke, who regularly abused  Jew s during 
their speeches, Mosley h im self m aintained th a t the  official position of the  
BUF w as th a t they only opposed individual Jew s who were m em bers of the 
Com m unist Party or were an ti-fascist activists, and  th a t the  Jew ish  ‘race’ 
per se  had  nothing to fear from them  (N. Mosley, 1983; Skidelsky, 1975). 
In th e  rally  a t  th e  A lbert Hall on  28 O ctober 1934, Mosley m arked  a  
broadening of h is opposition to Jew s w hen he sta ted  that:

I have encountered things in this country which I did not dream existed 
in Britain. One of them is the power of organised Jewry which today is 
mobilised against Fascism. They have thrown down their challenge to 
Fascism, and I am not in the habit of ignoring challenges. Now they seek 
to howl over the length and breadth of the land that we are bent on racial 
and religious persecution. That charge is utterly untrue. Today we do not 
attack the Jews on racial or religious grounds: we take up the challenge
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they have thrown down because they fight against Fascism and against 
Britain. They have declared in their great folly to challenge the 
conquering force of the modem age. Tonight we take up that challenge: 
they will it: let them have it!23 [emphasis added].

From  th is point Mosley m ain tained  th a t the BUF opposed the  Jew s on the  
b asis  th a t  th e ir in te rn a tio n a lism  w as contrary  to th e  elevation of the  
nation  of a  symbol of political an d  em otional unity. Holmes (1979: 181) 
suggested th a t th is  argum ent w as ‘neatly  copied’ from Joyce. This ra th e r 
confused argum ent24 w as p erh ap s in terpreted differently on the  streets, 
where less grandiose com plaints w ere m ade against the  Jew s. M ullings 
(1984) argues th a t  there  w ere two b ases to th is anti-Sem itism . F irst, the 
com plaint th a t Jew ish  landlords were exploiting their ten an ts  by charging 
exorbitant ren ts, and , second, th a t  Jew ish  business people were harm ing 
the commercial efforts of th e  indigenous petty bourgeoisie. The second of 
th ese  am o u n ts  to th e  ra th e r  b izarre  com plaint th a t  one group were 
working too hard , too efficiently, and  simply being so good a t business th a t 
their neighbours could no t com pete. Sim ilar racialised argum ents have 
been  used , of cou rse , a g a in s t o th e r m igran t g roups — som e of th e  
reactions to the  arrival of W est Ind ians’ in the 1950s, as d iscussed  in  the 
next chapter, reflect sim ilar economic fears.

One explanation of the  B U Fs adoption of su ch  issues w as th a t they were 
responding to th e  pre-existing concerns of the people of the  E ast End, an  
area  generally neglected by th e  m ainstream  parties. Certainly, Nicholas 
Mosley (1983, 108) explains th e  development of h is father’s  party  in  these 
term s w hen he  suggests th a t th e  BUF were using anti-Sem itic propaganda 
to m ake political capital in  response to the dem and from the  people of the 
E ast End:

During the course of 1935 there had sprung up in East London a 
movement which, almost uniquely in the history of the BUF, gained a 
large and spontaneous local following without direction from 
headquarters or at first the impetus of the leader as a speaker.

O thers offer a  s im ilar perspective, b u t  no t one re la ted  to a  specific 
ch a rac te risa tio n  of th e  a rea  involved. Skidelsky (1975) ou tlined  the  
position m ost resem bling the  justification provided by the BUF itself when
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he suggested th a t Mosley w as n o t a  committed anti-Sem ite b u t ra th e r th a t 
th e  issue w as adopted  opportunistically  to  gam er s u p p o r t .25 Skidelsky 
w ent fu rther th a n  th is , however, arguing th a t the Jew s in  th e  E ast End 
w ere them selves cu lpab le  for th e  hostility  directed ag a in st them . This 
argum ent is underp inned  by th e  notion th a t  the racism  exists in  response 
to the  actions of m inority  e thn ic  groups and  is th u s  rooted in  m aterial 
reality. Skidelsky (1975: 381) argued  th a t ‘w hat s tarted  to change was the 
a ttitude  of th e  Jew s them selves, an d  they m u st take  a  large sh a re  of the  
blam e for w h a t subsequen tly  h ap p en ed ’. He also echoed th e  theoretical 
s tance  of th e  BUF w hen  he  suggested th a t the Jew s were over-concerned 
w ith  in terna tional fa sc is t developm ents26 a t  the  expense of dom estic 
national in terests. Given th a t m any  of th e  Jew s in  the  E ast E nd  a t th is  
tim e were e ither recen t m ig ran ts  who h a d  escaped pogrom s in  E astern  
Europe, or were re la ted  to those  who had , and  th a t  events in  Germ any 
w ere increasingly ho stile  to Jew s, it is h a rd  to agree w ith  Skidelsky’s 
claim.

O ther im portan t ac to rs  also explained th e  disorders in  a  m an n e r which, 
implicitly or explicitly, suggested  th a t  th e  Jew ish  population  w as itself 
responsible for th e  hostility  d irected aga inst it. In 1938, for example, a  
deputation  from  th e  B oard of D eputies m et the Chief C onstable of the 
M etropolitan Police, S ir  Philip Game, to d iscuss th e  policing of BUF 
m eetings an d  dem onstrations. Having s ta ted  th a t he felt su p p o rt for the  
BUF was w aning, G am e argued th a t officers resented  having to give u p  
the ir leave to police su c h  events ‘to w hich the Jew s h ad  contributed  by 
their very presence’ (Benewick, 1972: 256). Soon after the  ‘B attle of Cable 
S treet’, The Times27 explained th a t  the  cause  of the  u n rest w as working- 
class a ttitu d es, s ta tin g  th a t  th e re  w as a n  ‘uncrystallized dislike of th e  
Jew s’ w hich am ounted  ‘to th e  trad itional grum bles against Jew ish  price 
cutting, clannishness, a n d  their problem atical wealth or d irtiness’.

In  con trast to  th e  a ttitu d e  expressed  by Nicholas Mosley, o thers  have 
argued th a t an ti-Sem itism  w as foisted u pon  the people of th e  E ast End, 
who, a t the Battle of Cable S treet and  elsewhere, physically dem onstrated  
their resistance to th e  doctrine of fascism. Often su ch  com m entators have 
argued th a t an ti-Sem itism  w as a n  ‘alien’ doctrine th a t was incom patible 
w ith  the h isto ry  of th e  area. Jaco b s  (1978), for example, outlined the 
response to th e  BUF from  the  people of the East End in  term s suggesting
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th a t they  were ris in g  u p  ag a in st a  doctrine th a t was unfam iliar to the 
trad itions of th e  a rea . M ullings (1984, 165) recognised th is  po in t b u t 
argued th a t it should  be  trea ted  with caution:

Many of the people who stressed th is harmony [between Jews and 
Gentiles] were, however, Liberals, Labour and Communist Party 
members. In general these parties attracted those who were devoted to 
the ideal of the “Brotherhood of Man" and who consciously sought 
harmony between different communities. Such people found it difficult to 
acknowledge the latent racism of the working class whom they 
sometimes tended to idealise, endowing them with their own ideals and 
principles.

In m any respects, th ese  argum ents were grounded in  ideas about national 
identity  w hich suggest th a t  extrem ism  is somehow incom patible w ith  
British political tradition. Certainly, there  is evidence th a t th e  people of the 
E ast End, in  large num ber, resisted  th e  overtures of the  BUF and  fought 
anti-Sem itism. The ‘B attle of Cable S tree t’ was certainly a n  example of this 
trend an d  there  is anecdo ta l evidence th a t the  people of the  a rea  were 
m ore de term ined  in  th e ir  opposition  to th e  fascists  th a n  w ere the  
organised political p a rtie s .28  This anti-fascism  notw ithstanding, there  is 
also evidence th a t  th e re  w as a  level of support for the BUF and  th a t  the 
B lackshirts drew rec ru its  from  the population of the area. As m entioned 
earlier, Mosley held  a  rally  in  Victoria Park soon after the  ‘Battle of Cable 
S tree t’ w hich  drew  la rge  crow ds a n d  proceeded w ith  little  n o tab le  
opposition. Given th is  k ind  of evidence, it is clearly simplistic to argue th a t 
fascism  w as an a th em a to th e  people of the  area. In fact, there w as bo th  
support a n d  opposition from  the  people of th e  E ast E nd who, like any  
other com m unity, d em o n stra ted  a  variety  of political allegiances an d  
sym pathies. Holmes (1979: 187) m ade a  sim ilar point when he  noted that:

The East End was not in fact some kind of inert mass waiting to be 
picked up and moulded by Mosley; what developed was a symbiotic 
relationship between the two.

W hat is in teresting  ab o u t th ese  competing argum ents abou t the progress 
of and  resistance  to fascism  in  the E ast End is th a t they rarely question
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the  assum ption  th a t th is  w as a  real ‘race relations problem’ betw een Jew s 
an d  non-Jew s: those  of different races. The accounts are  concerned w ith 
establishing a  num ber of facts: w hether the  Jew s were really exploitative 
lan d lo rd s; w h e th e r th e y  w ere u n d u ly  in fluenced  by in te rn a tio n a l 
developm ents; w h eth er Mosley w as trying to ‘invade’ the  a rea  w ith  a n  
unwelcome doctrine of an ti-S em itism  or w hether he  w as responding  to 
genuine dem and from a  h a ra sse d  an d  threatened  Gentile population. As 
tim e passes, it is increasingly difficult to answ er these questions w ith any  
certainty. All th a t can  be  done is  to sketch  the  n a tu re  of these  debates, 
ra th e r th an  resolve them . W hat is interesting, though, is the fact th a t all of 
those argum ents take th e  reality of the d isputes as given and sim ply argue 
abou t the  n a tu re  of the  outcom e. Those who appear sym pathetic to Mosley 
(such a s  Skidelsky, 1973) and  th o se  who were hostile and  cam paigned 
ag ain st fascism  (such  a s  Jaco b s, 1978) sh a re  a  theoretical s tan ce  th a t 
here w as a  ‘race relations problem ’.

Academic accounts also  tend  to im ply th a t there was a  real m aterial basis  
for Mosley’s in tro d u c tio n  of an ti-S em itism  in  the  E ast End. M ullings 
(1984: 139), for example, argued th a t  the cam paign w as introduced in th a t 
a rea  because ‘only h e re  an d  in  a  few o ther pockets could Mosley find 
people w ith grievances on any  sca le ’. Lewis (1987: 105) claim ed th a t  
‘having decided to ad o p t an ti-S em itism  it would ap p ear th a t th e  BUF’s 
leadership  sough t for its  app lication  th a t a rea  of B ritain  w here su ch  a  
policy would have m ost relevance — London’s  E ast E nd’. B oth of these  
argum ents rest on the assum ption  th a t anti-Sem itism  develops because of 
the presence of Jew s: it is th is  w hich gives people ‘grievances’ an d  m akes 
anti-Sem itism  ‘relevant’. As h a s  been  show n in  C hapter Two, a  sim ilar 
perspective w as evident following th e  disorders in Liverpool in  1919 w hen 
the  violence perpetra ted  w as seen  as  a n  understandab le , if regrettable, 
resu lt of na tu ra l ‘racial differences’.

The object of analysis in  1936 need not have been w hether the m ajority of 
th e  people were pro- or an ti-fasc is t and  should  be th u s  condem ned or 
exonerated, b u t how a n d  why th e  Jew ish  com m unity were racialised. In 
the  response to the  disorders surrounding  fascism  in  the 1930s, a  num ber 
of features can  be no ted  in  respect of the Jew ish  com m unity of the  E ast 
End. First, they were presen ted  a s  a  distinctive group who did n o t ‘belong’ 
to th e  area. Second, th is  difference was constructed in  term s of a  bipolar
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contrast betw een Jew s an d  non-Jew s, w ith no other effective identities, or 
areas of overlap — for example, there was little to suggest th a t differences 
between Jew s and  o ther local people could be subsum ed  b en eath  class 
relations or a  more general identity  as  ‘E ast Enders’. Another feature of the 
racialisation w as th a t  the  Jew s were considered as an  alien presence who 
th rea ten ed  to ‘con tam inate’ th e  indigenous population, e ither directly, 
th rough disease or vice, or indirectly, through promoting ‘foreign’ political 
m ovem ents such  a s  fascism  or com m unism . Finally, the  presence of the 
two ‘races’ w as taken  as  a  determ inistic factor th a t led inexorably to social 
problem s an d  to d isorder. J u s t  a s  th e  arg u m en ts  d iscu ssed  in  th e  
previous chap ter were predicated  around  the existence of separate  racial 
groups who naturally  fell into conflict in  Liverpool in  1919, so in  th e  case 
of th e  BUF and  the  Jew s th e  problem atic s ta tu s  of the  concept of ‘race’ is 
no t questioned. Sm all (1994: 29) m akes a  general criticism  of stud ies  of 
‘race relations’ w hich appears particularly  relevant:

One problem with many social scientific analyses of ‘race’ is that while 
they often acknowledge that ‘race’ is a social construct that is flexible 
and fluid they then go on to talk  about ‘race’ as if it was a naturally 
occurring phenomenon, treating it as real and adding credibility to its 
status as an explanatory factor in social relationships.

The literatu re  on th e  events in  th e  E ast End of London is often ignorant of 
the debates w ithin social science pertaining to racism  and  racialisation. Of 
course, m any  of th e  s tu d ie s  w ere conducted  before m any  of th ese  
theoretical developments gained currency, and  it should  no t be assum ed  
th a t this point is a  specific criticism  of particu lar au thors. Nonetheless, it 
can  be argued th a t these  explanations of the anti-Sem itism  of the  BUF in  
the  1930s and  its role in  prom oting disorder rest on the false prem ise th a t 
different ‘races’ exist and  th a t  th e ir  coexistence is inevitably problem atic. 
The theoretical literature on ‘race’ and  racism  tends to m arginalise studies 
of anti-Sem itism ,2 ^ focusing  on  the  experiences of b lack  and  A sian  
m inority ethn ic  groups. T here are, of course, som e exceptions to th is  
(Lebzelter, 1978; Holmes, 1979), b u t these tend to be historical s tud ies  
w hich overlook theoretical developm ents in  the  stu d y  of racialisation , 
w hilst m ost of the  theoretical exam inations rem ain silent on the subject of 
an ti-Sem itism . Clearly th is  h a s  m ean t th a t theoretical debates ab o u t 
racism  continue to focus on the  experiences of those w ith different som atic
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characteristics — th e  visible m inority ethnic groups, and  the  positions of 
others are  still relatively overlooked.

The next section develops som e of th ese  points and  considers the m anner 
in  which ideas ab o u t B ritish political cu lture and traditions were employed 
to define these disorders a s  ab e rran t and  alien. The ‘extrem ist’ ideologies 
of the fascist and  th e  com m unists were also contrasted  w ith a  supposed  
British tolerance and  liberalism.

Fascism, Violence, and the British tradition: ‘un-British weeds in 
British soil*
A com m on reac tio n  to in c id en ts  of public d isorder in  B rita in  is for 
politicians, the  m edia, an d  o ther com m entators, to proclaim  th a t su ch  
events are  alien to  th e  B ritish  trad itio n  of Parliam entary dem ocracy and  
obedience to the  law, w hat Pearson (1983: 243) concludes by describing as 
‘the stubbornly  immobile m y th s  of law  and  order’. The disorders in  the  
E ast E nd  in  th e  1930s provide a s  good an  illustra tion  a s  any  of the  
ignorance of th is  perspective. Not only did m any of the  reactions to the  
events deny th a t  B ritain  h a d  any  legacy of disorder, b u t they did so in  
term s of a  supposed  na tional ch a rac te r w hich abhorred  extrem ism  an d  
stressed  the  v irtue of toleration. S uch  explanations em anated from those 
a t all points on th e  political spectrum .

In introducing th e  second read ing  of the  Public Order Bill in  1936, the 
Home Secretary  argued th a t  ex trem ist political m ovem ents, on th e  right 
and  the  left, had  grown considerably since the end of the  F irst World War. 
The proposals before the H ouse were necessary, he  claimed, because:

If these foreign doctrines get a footing in this country ... then Parliament 
m ust secure th a t the methods which are employed in support are 
consistent with our tolerant traditions. 30

In m any respects th is  extract sum s u p  the reaction of the  political elites to 
the ‘extremism* of th e  BUF an d  their, predom inantly Com m unist Party, 
opponents. The governm ent adopted a n  approach whereby the principle of 
free speech shou ld  be extended as  far as  possible to the  BUF, providing 
th a t they did no t th rea ten  th e  dem ocratic freedom of others. In the  sam e 
debate, th e  Hom e Secretary  con trasted  the  activities of the  opposing
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groups on th e  s tree ts  w ith  th e  grand characteristic of British political 
life ... its tolerance’. In  private correspondence, Simon further em phasised 
th a t he regarded the  activities of the  BUF as  un-British:

I am very deeply impressed with the danger of letting this silly business 
of *playing at Mussolini* to go on in this country ... Our young people are 
accustomed to fresh air and healthy exercise without the folly of coloured 
shirts and tin trumpets. 3 1

O ther Parliam entarians also portrayed th e  violence on the s treet as  alien. 
A fter th e  d iso rd ers  a t  O lym pia, for exam ple, W. J .  A rthuser-G ray , 
Conservative MP for North Lanarkshire, talked of the ‘bru tality  which is so 
foreign to th e  B ritish  r a c e ’.32 D uring  th e  second reading of th e  Public 
O rder Bill, in  November 1936, th e  decline of the fascist m ovem ent w as 
predicted by the  U nionist MP for Leeds N orth West, Major Vyvyan Adams, 
on the  grounds th a t ‘it is the  m ost un-B ritish  weed th a t h as  ever pushed  
itself above British soil’.33

Left-wing opponen ts of th e  BUF were also  keen to claim  th a t  fasc ist 
political ideology and  th e  related stree t violence were inconsisten t with the  
national ch arac te r. L abour’s H erbert M orrison, who w as la te r  Home 
Secretary himself, w rote to S ir J o h n  Sim on in October 1936 pressing th a t 
the  government take m ore determ ined action against the  BUF:

Recently a fascist organisation, meticulously following the technique it 
has learned from foreign countries, has taken action in East London 
which appears to be provocative and calculated to produce social 
disorder, racial hatred, and strife which, fortunately, are contrary to 
British traditions and the best instincts of the British p u b l i c .^4

The M anchester G uardian35 reflected th is  approach by arguing, a  few days 
after M orrison’s le tte r w as reported , th a t ‘the fascists can  be  rendered  
harm less if we keep ou r heads an d  are no t afraid to curb  their un-English  
m anifestations’. P erhaps the m ost enduring contem poraneous example of 
the  left position claim ing th a t fascism  an d  political violence w as alien to 
British traditions is found in Orwell’s 1941 essay England Your England. It
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w as h ere  th a t  Orwell (1982: 40) a sse rted  h is  vision of th e  E nglish  
character:

Like all other modem people, the English are in a process of being 
numbered, labelled, conscripted, ‘co-ordinated’. But the pull of their 
Impulses is in the other direction, and the kind of regimentation that can 
be imposed on them will be modified in consequence. No party rallies, no 
Youth Movements, no coloured shirts, no Jew-baiting, or ‘spontaneous ’ 
demonstrations. No Gestapo either, in all probability®® [emphasis added].

Academic s tu d ies  of fascism  and  d isorder during  th is  period have also 
occasionally explained the  restricted  success of su ch  parties in B ritain in 
term s of th e  ‘trad itional v a lu es’ of th e  people. Geiger (1963: iii) offers the 
best example of th is  tendency, arguing that:

It [fascism] failed of success [sic.] in Britain due partly to the fact that 
democracy, civil liberties, and freedom were too highly respected and 
deeply rooted among people to whom fascist ideas of racial hatreds, and 
the suppression of liberties were repugnant.

Few of these  a rgum ents d istingu ish  betw een the  ideology of fascism  and  
the m anifestations of public disorder w hich accom panied its  activities in 
th e  1930s. Both a re  condem ned a s  un-E nglish  in  the  sam e b rea th . Of 
course, on one level it is easy to see why the argum ent h as  been framed in 
th is sense. Britain did no t have a significant fascist movement throughout 
th e  period in question . However, only three E uropean  countries h ad  a 
fascist or national socialist political p arty  in  governm ent, m eaning th a t 
B ritain  w as one co u n tiy  am ongst th e  m ajority in  Europe where fascism  
w as resisted. This hardly m akes a  convincing case th a t it was the  national 
character which decided th e  m atter — unless the  national character was 
sh a red  by the  re sid en ts  of m any o th er E uropean  countries. In m any 
respects, the a rg u m en ts  outlined  above are  th e  m irror-im age of those 
w hich  seek  a n  ex p lan a tio n  for H itle r’s popu larity  in  te rm s of the 
‘au thoritarian  personality’®7 of the G erm an people, and  they suffer from 
th e  sam e p rob lem s of g en e ra lisa tio n  an d  oversim plification . The 
suggestion th a t fascism  w as incom patible with th e  British people is little 
m ore th a n  a  tautology. It is p lain  th a t  Mosley failed to w in w idespread
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su p p o rt. However, it  is  d isingenuous, an d  a  potentially  dangerous 
delusion, to explain th is  in  term s of ‘national character’. Britain h a s  a  long 
trad ition  of political violence and  of anti-Sem itism  and racism . Lewis 
(1987: 260-61) m ade th e  point effectively, arguing:

Why did fascism fail in Britain? There is no simple answer to such a 
question, of course, bu t it is as well to dispense at the outset with the 
popular myth that fascism was eliminated by the moderation and 
tolerance of the British character, or culture. In reality neither nations or 
races have inherent common traits of character. Nor even is there such 
an entity as a single national culture.

Interestingly, th e  BUF itself also sought to establish  itself as indigenous to 
Britain. This assertion  of th e ir  B ritishness can be seen  in  several aspects 
of the  BU Fs history. For example, Mosley w ent to great lengths to deny 
th a t the Party received any  funding from M ussolini’s Italian governm ent.38 
The attem pt by the  BUF to link the ir anti-Sem itism  with the in terests  of 
the British nation  h as  already been highlighted, b u t there were o ther ways 
in  w hich they  tried  to legitim ise th e ir  actions in  term s of ‘th e  national 
tradition’. One of Mosley’s  supporters, a  form er Conservative MP, argued 
in  1933 th a t there  w as a  B ritish  trad ition  of fascism . He linked Mosley’s 
economic proposals w ith  E lizabethan  sta tecraft, arguing th a t they  bo th  
em phasised th e  needs of th e  nation  a s  a  whole above any one section of it 
(Allen, 1933). The BUF also  explained its opposition to the Public Order 
Bill in  term s of B rita in ’s  dem ocratic legacy. In a  leader in th e  Fascist 
Quarterly, in October 1936, the  BUF argued that:

the struggle of British freedom is arising. The question is whether 
Englishmen shall be allowed to plead their country’s cause on their own 
streets, or whether they are to be silenced by an oriental army of
occupation. 39

Perhaps those who adopted  su ch  positions did so because appeals to ‘the 
national character’ provided a n  easy m eans of legitimation for those in  the 
political m ainstream  to  ac t against those on the  extremes. T hat th e  only 
C om m unist MP of th e  day w as one of the  few opponents of th e  Public 
O rder Bill illu stra tes th is  point. W hat is clear is th a t those on the  extreme,
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m ost notably  Mosley himself, tried to p resen t them selves as  tru e  Britons, 
no t bearers of a  suspect ‘continental’ style of politics.

Conclusion

It h as  been  dem onstra ted  th a t  violence w as a n  endem ic featu re  of th e  
political cam paigns by th e  B ritish  Union of Fascists and  the ir opponents 
during th e  1930s. W hatever m ay have been  claim ed after m ore recen t 
disorders, social instab ility  in  th a t  decade did engender considerable 
unrest. The fact th a t th e  p ress  explicitly reported BUF m eetings in term s 
of the occurrence or o therw ise  of d isorder reinforces th e  claim  th a t  
violence w as a  com m onplace featu re  of day-to-day politics. In  the  case of 
the rally a t  Olympia in  1934, i t  is apparen t th a t b o th  the BUF and  their 
opponents w ere prepared  for, an d  virtually organised, the conflict w hich 
erupted. The prin ted  an d  oral p ropaganda circulated by bo th  sides could 
often be considered as tan tam o u n t to incitem ent to violence. The extent of 
disorders on a  m ore day-to-day level w as such  th a t the  policing of o ther 
p a rts  of London was d isadvantaged  as  resources were directed into th e  
E ast End. This policing a tten tio n  tow ards the  conflict between the BUF 
and  their, often Com m unist Party, opponents reflected political directions 
from the  Home Office. One exam ple of th is  occurred in 1938 w hen th e  
Home Secretary  directed th e  Com m issioner of the M etropolitan Police to 
und ertak e  surveillance of BUF m eetings. Despite th is  specific political 
in tervention from  the cen tre , it is sim plistic to a rgue th a t th e  violence 
w hich occurred a t Cable S tree t in  O ctober 1936 led directly to the  1936 
Public O rder Act w hich g ran ted  greater powers to the police to prohibit 
m arches a n d  dem onstrations. In  fact, th is  legislation was engendered by 
m ore w idespread  fears of social u n re s t w hich were a  response to th e  
activity of th e  left as m uch  as th e  right.

One factor w hich  m ak es  th is  case  s tu d y  different from th e  o thers  
considered in  th is  th esis  is th a t  th e  partic ipan ts in  the disorders were 
relatively organised. This m eans it is possible to consider representations 
and  argum ents m ade by those  involved in  the disorders — voices th a t are  
often m arginalised in th e  afterm ath  of unrest. The people who took part in  
the  racist violence in Liverpool in  1919, or Nottingham and Notting Hill in  
1958 and 1959, or the u rb an  u n re s t in Tottenham  in  1985, were generally 
un rep resen ted  in  the m edia or political debates thereafter. Most of th e
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public d eb a te  following th o se  even ts was conducted  by politicians, 
new spaper co lum nists, a n d  senior police officers. In the  1930s, though, 
the  BUF and  C om m unist P arty  routinely offered their perspectives on the 
disorders w hich took place. O n o ther occasions, it may be th a t individual 
partic ipan ts are  ab le  to offer insigh ts into their m otivations or reactions 
b u t no t in  the  organised or rou tine  way which applied in  the case of the  
1930s. W hereas th e  m edia m ore generally have to rely u pon  the  police or 
politicians for responses to  u rb a n  u n rest, jou rna lis ts  in  th e  1930s could 
also  easily  see k  th e  view s of th o se  who d irectly  rep resen ted  th e  
partic ipan ts. Of course, th e ir  rem ained  m any who engaged in  violence 
whose views w ere not a rticu la ted  because they were not m em bers of any 
organised  p arty . There w ere no d o u b t o th ers  who did belong to  a n  
organised political party , b u t who h a d  divergent views from  the  official 
party  position. It canno t be  assum ed, therefore, th a t the m edia and other 
repo rts  offer a  com plete acco u n t of the  d isorders. N onetheless, th e  
involvement of organised an d  relatively m ainstream  political parties m eant 
th a t a  m ore represen tative range of opinion on the disorders are available 
th an  h as  been th e  case in  o ther instances considered in  th is  thesis.

Two general features of th e  explanations of the violence offered by all of the  
parties to the  d isorders have been highlighted. First, it is apparen t th a t a  
w idespread assum ption  h a s  been th a t the  apparen t tensions between Jew s 
and  non-Jew s in  th e  E ast End of London were based  in m aterial reality. 
This assum ption  h a s  tended  to be m ade in academ ic explanations as  well 
as in  the  contem porary reports  and  debates. Even when the  anti-Sem itism  
and  violence of th e  BUF h as  been condem ned the  basis of their campaign, 
th a t th e  p resence of Je w ish  people in  the  a rea  w as a t  the  root of the  
problem , h a s  often  b een  im plicitly  endorsed . As in  o ther inciden ts 
described in th is  work, th e  reality  of the ‘race relations’ problem  w as 
accepted as  given an d  th e  question  of alleviating the  re su ltan t conflict 
becam e the  key a rea  of debate.

A nother feature of the d iscourse surrounding  these events can  be seen  in 
the  positions adopted  by all of the  m ain  players involved. All the m ajor 
p artie s  to the  conflict claim ed to  rep resen t genuine national political 
trad itions and  all sides invoked the  cu ltu re  of the  ‘people’ a s  a  source of 
legitimacy for th e ir  political position. This was done in  specific and general 
ways by the  BUF, the  an ti-fascist Com m unist Party, and  politicians and
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m inisters a t  th e  political centre. The BUF, for example, sought to portray 
itself a s  th e  g u ard ian  of trad itional rights of free speech th a t were under 
th rea t from those  who ascribed to  either foreign or internationalist political 
movem ents. The BUF also  expended great efforts to deny th a t it received 
any  money from  abroad  — a controversy th a t was to dog Mosley un til h is 
d ea th  — and , in  one in stance , it p resen ted  itself as  an  advocate of a n  
Elizabethan practice of statecraft. All of these  argum ents were employed in  
a n  effort to portray  the  party  a s  a  genuinely British political movement.

O n th e  o ther h an d , opponen ts  of th e  B ritish  U nion of F asc is ts  also 
presented  them selves a s  the tru e  em bodim ent of the  na tional political 
tradition. P art of th is  approach  w as directly designed to discredit Mosley 
an d  the  BUF a s  essen tia lly  foreign in cu rsions in to  the  B ritish  scene. 
Although th is  stra tegy  m ay have represented  little m ore th an  a  convenient 
way of trying to u nderm ine  th e  am bitions of the BUF, it is nonetheless 
in teresting  th a t  th e  language of na tio n al trad ition  an d  political identity  
w as invoked to th is  end. It h as  been  show n th a t m any of these argum ents 
against B ritish  fascism  have a ssu m ed  th a t  an  in n a te  ch arac te r of th e  
B ritish  people m ean t th a t  far-right politics failed in  the  1930s. However, 
th is  is  a  dan g ero u s a ssu m p tio n  w hich  canno t accoun t for th e  varying 
levels of su p p o rt th a t far-right parties have h ad  in Britain.

Those a t th e  political cen tre  ap p ea r  to have found it easiest to express 
their contem pt for bo th  the  BUF an d  th e  Com m unist Party in  term s th a t 
s tress  their d ep artu re  from the  law -abiding and  to lerant n a tu re  of B ritish 
politics. To re ite ra te  th e  point m ade earlier, such  a  view is based  upon a n  
extremely partia l read ing  of B ritish  history, which ignores su ch  events as  
th e  Suffragette an d  C h artis t m ovem ents, th e  G ordon riots of the  la te  
eighteenth century , an d  the  P easan ts  Revolt of the fourteenth century — 
to nam e b u t a  few exam ples. Political violence, then, w as not a  new an d  
sin ister developm ent w hich copied a n  inferior politics from the  continent. 
S uch  conceptualisations, however, did allow m ainstream  political actors to 
condem n ex trem ists of bo th  left an d  rig h t who represented  a  relatively 
minor, b u t potentially m uch  m ore serious, th rea t to their own position.

In conclusion, it sh o u ld  be rem em bered  th a t there  w as considerable 
connection betw een th e  two them es outlined above in  the  reactions to the  
disorders of th e  m id-1930s. A nti-Sem itism , a s  well as  political violence,

118



Political Disorder in  1930s Britain

w as presented a s  a n  unw elcom e foreign m anifestation of inferior political 
trad itions. As in  th e  o th e r case  s tu d ies , th a t assertio n  owed less  to 
historical tru th  th a n  to political expediency. Unfortunately, it is clear th a t 
anti-Sem itism, like o ther form s of racism , h as  a longer pedigree in  British 
society th a n  is often adm itted . The explanations of the  an ti-Sem itism  
expressed by th e  BUF d u rin g  th is  period nearly all take for gran ted  the 
reality of th e  ‘race re la tions’ problem atic and  readily assum e th a t it could 
be explained in  te rm s of genuine grievances betw een Jew  an d  non-Jew . 
The notion th a t  th e  p rocess  of rac ia lisa tion  should  be cen tra l to any 
discussion h as  generally been  neglected by writers on th is  subject.

P artic ipan ts from  all q u a rte rs , includ ing  those directly involved in  the  
violence, suggested th a t  th e  developm ent of th is public order problem  w as 
inconsistent w ith B ritish  history. This perception provided a n  explanatory 
fram ew ork for th e  d iso rder, an d  allowed m ain stream  po litic ians to 
distance them selves from  it. It seem s th a t  all of those involved, directly or 
indirectly, in  the  disorder saw  political advantage in  claiming th a t national 
political trad itions supported  their actions. Government m inisters claimed 
to be upholding th e  ‘trad itio n ’ of peaceable Parliam entary  politics; the  
B ritish  Union of F asc is ts  sa id  they  w ere exercising the  trad ition  of free 
speech; and  the  left argued against fascism  in the  nam e of th e  tolerance of 
th e  ordinary people of th e  E a s t End. All of th ese  claim s were highly 
questionable, b u t  they  did allow m ainstream  political parties to legitimise 
themselves in the  face of opposition from the street. The contem poraneous 
reaction of the  Conservative MP Geoffrey Lloyd to the  disorders a t  Olympia 
in  1934 could be tak en  a s  sym bolic of th e  more w idespread response to 
the  events:

I could not help shuddering at the thought of this vile bitterness copied
from foreign lands, being brought into the centre of England.^

M any aspects of debates  w hich  su rro u n d ed  the violence accom panying 
B ritish  Union of F a sc is ts ’ activity in  th e  m id-1930s reflect th e  critical 
realist racialisation problem atic developed in C hapter One. Contem porary 
analysis of the  d isorder by th e  media, police officers, and  politicians were 
often based  on a n  a ssu m p tio n  th a t  genuine ‘racial’ differences existed 
between Jew s an d  non-Jew s, an d  th a t these explained the real problem s 
and  violence w hich arose. It h a s  been show n th a t a  sim ilar perception is
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also ap p a re n t in  m ore re c e n t h isto rical accoun ts of th e  period. This 
reflects th e  first asp ec t of th e  critical realist model w hich indicates th a t 
racialised discourse is u sed  to understand  and interpret specific problems.

The second a n d  th ird  fe a tu re s  of th e  theoretical m odel refer to the  
im portance of prevailing  racia lised  ideas, w hich are  n o t specific to  a 
particu la r s ituation , a n d  to th e  diversity of m yths w hich are applied to 
different group in  divergent circum stances. Both aspects of the model were 
app aren t in  responses to  th e  u n re s t outlined in  th is Chapter. W hen The 
Tim es referred  to ‘tra d itio n a l g rum bles ag a in s t Jew ish  price cu tting , 
clannishness, an d  their problem atical w ealth or dirtiness’, a s  detailed in  a  
previous section, it h igh ligh ted  long-standing  m yths w hich have been  
specific featu res of an ti-Sem itism  b u t do no t necessarily appear in  other 
racialised d iscourses (Cohen, 1988).

J u s t  a s  it w as claim ed th a t  anti-Sem itism  w as incom patible w ith  British 
cu ltu re , so  pub lic  d iso rd e r w as held  to be a b e rra n t from n a tio n a l 
traditions. A lthough prejudice against the  Jew s was often condem ned, it 
w as still implied th a t they  constitu ted  a  d istinct ‘racial’ group, b u t often it 
w as m aintained th a t the  in h eren t tolerance of the British people served as 
a  bulw ark against the  ‘inferior’ politics evident elsewhere in  Europe, a  key 
feature of w hich w as violence. T hus the  racialised debate corresponded 
closely w ith  n o tions of n a tio n a l cu ltu re  and  related suggestions th a t 
B rita in  w as su p e rio r  to  m any  of h e r  neighbours. This p rocess  of 
articu la tion  reflects the  fo u rth  feature of the critical realist racialisation 
problematic.
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Chapter Four: Nottingham and Notting Hill 1958- 
59: ‘Ostentatious Blacks and Rowdy Whites’

Introduction

The ‘riots of 1958-59’ w ere no t a  s e t of coherent or un icausal events. Of 
course, th is  is  tru e  of any  incident of public disorder involving d isparate  
g ro u p s w ith  m yriad  m o tiv a tio n s  for th e ir  p artic ip a tio n . S u ch  a n  
observation applies, to som e extent, to the u n re s t in  1919, the m id-1980s, 
or 1985, described  in  o ther c h ap te rs  in  th is  thesis . One of the  m ore 
problematic argum ents advanced by  Keith (1993) concerns the difficulty in  
generalising ab o u t ‘d isorder’ an d  th e  need to recognise th e  local, specific, 
ch arac te r of su c h  events. W hilst it is sa lu ta ry  to be rem inded of the  
p a rticu la r  local re la tio n s  th a t  g en era te  d is tu rb an ces , Keith ra ise s  a  
m ethodological difficulty in  th a t  social science needs to  d iscu ss  su ch  
d isparate  events a t som e level of generalisation and  in  relation to m acro­
level developm ents. T he d ilem m a is how  to b a lan ce  th e  need  to 
acknowledge specificity w hilst recognising th a t, as contagion theorists of 
disorder em phasise m ost strongly, isolated incidents occur in concert w ith 
o thers which often sh a re  sim ilar features. As m entioned in  th e  previous 
Chapter, Keith (1993: 92) d istinguishes betw een the ‘public and private life 
of a  rio t’ an d  th e  events described in  th is  C hapter neatly  illustra te  how 
d isparate private events have entered public histories as  a  unified incident 
of disorder.

The incidents u n d er d iscussion, however, cannot accurately be described 
a s  ‘rio ts’, even if one p u ts  to one side, for th e  moment, the  argum ent th a t 
‘rio t’ is a pejorative an d  contested  term . In the  case of Nottingham, there 
were two w eekends during  A ugust 1958 w hen relatively large num bers of 
people engaged in  s tre e t  d is tu rb a n c e s  in  a  sm all area. These were 
disorders of th e  kind th a t  becam e m ore fam iliar during  the 1980s and  
1990s. Otherwise, however, the incidents explored here can  be more aptly 
described as  a  series of com paratively sm all-scale confrontations involving 
relatively few people, formed into gangs, who carried out a ttacks directed 
a t  specific o thers. There were not, on the whole, scenes of looting, a rson  
an d  destruction  w hich one m ight norm ally refer to as  ‘rio ts’, uprisings, or 
disorders. Not only were th e  events of a  sm aller scale th a n  disorder in  the
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sense u sually  taken , b u t  they also  occurred over relatively long periods of 
tim e. In fact, in  th e  case  of N otting Hill it is no t possible to m ark  a  
definitive beginning  a n d  end po in t of th e  events. Certainly, there  were 
p ress reports  of s tree t d istu rbances in  A ugust 1958 yet the  racist m urder 
of Kelso C ochrane w as no t com m itted, in  North Kensington, u n til May 
1959. Compared, for example, to  the  disorders in M anningham, Bradford, 
or in Luton, in J u n e  1995, w hich  lasted  for a  few days, the incidents in  
Notting Hill in  th e  la s t  years  of th e  1950s were clearly of a  different 
tem poral character.

Even the  localities th a t  have b een  nam ed  m u st be trea ted  w ith som e 
caution. The disorders in ‘Notting Hill* actually  occurred over a  fairly broad 
a rea , n o t all of w h ich  is labe lled  a s  su c h  on th e  m ap . Several 
contem porary reports , for exam ple Glass (1960), refer to Notting Dale a s  
well as  Notting HilL Jaco b so n  (1958: 6) w as one of a  few com m entators 
who recognised th is  confusion a t  the time:

The name “Notting Hill” has been given to the riots, but the area in which 
disturbances of one kind or another took place — ranging from attacks 
on individual coloureds to the stoning of houses, attempts at arson, and 
street brawling on an extensive scale — is very wide indeed. It stretches 
from beyond the Edgware Road on the west to Sheperd’s Bush on the 
east: and from the Bayswater Road on the south to somewhere north of 
Westboume Park. It includes the highly respectable — the almost 
Kensingtonian — squares and crescents of Holland Park; and the slums 
just to the north of Paddington.

This point is fu rther evidenced by  the  frequent reference a t the time to the 
disorders of North K ensington. This confusion is indicative of a  b roader 
tendency, elaborated fu rth er in  th is  C hapter, to over-generalise about the  
disparate events th a t occurred in  N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in  1958 and  
1959.

It is th u s  im portan t to explain why th is  Chapter, to some extent, m ight be 
criticised for repeating th is distortion. Unreliable as  it may have been, it is 
clear th a t contem porary  and  su b seq u en t analyses of these disorders did 
assum e a  certain  coherence to them  and  it is the  them es and  implications 
of such  reactions w hich  are  th e  m ain focus of w hat follows. Clearly, it is
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im portan t to delineate th e  events them selves and  to give some flavour of 
w hat happened. This is n o t to say th a t w hat is being offered is a  retelling 
of the  d istu rbances as  they  unfolded. Instead some attem pt is being m ade 
to u n d e rs tan d  th e  related  them es of ‘race’, national identity, and  public 
d isorder a s  deployed in  re sp o n se  to these  d istu rbances. It shou ld  be 
rem em bered th a t th e  d ebates  often m isrepresented  an d  d istorted  w hat 
actually happened, b u t it is  neither surprising  nor unprecedented th a t th is 
was the case.

This C hapter focuses u pon  th e  reactions to the  events them selves. Unlike 
the  events of 1919 or th e  1930s, these  were the  subject of contem porary 
sociological analysis , a n d  th e  th em es of th ese  exp lanations a re  also 
considered. It is suggested  th a t  th e  disorders of 1958-59 relied u p o n  a 
racialised accoun t of com m unity  tensions and  th a t th is  represen ted  an  
early exam ple of w h at is now  often referred to as  th e  ‘race re la tions’ 
approach. This racialised d iscourse is d iscussed as  it w as evident in  the 
ways th a t  v ario u s  p ro b lem s w ere identified: th e  ho u sin g  shortage, 
im m igration, an d  the activities of law less w hite youths. The response of 
liberal an d  charitable groups, and  the  role of gender in  the  debates arising 
from the  disorders, a re  also exam ined. Prior to th is analysis an  overview of 
the disorders is given.

Background and context

In term s of the history of public disorder in Britain, the first events in  w hat 
have becom e know n as  th e  ‘1958 race rio ts’ were not w ithout precedent. 
Taken on their own m erit, an d  from a  perspective nearly forty years later, 
it is no t imm ediately a p p a ren t why they  becam e symbolic and  disturbing 
to contem porary com m entators. On 23 A ugust 1958, a  Saturday night, a 
fight occurred betw een a  b lack  m an  an d  a  w hite m an outside the Chase 
Tavern on the St Arm’s  Well Road in  Nottingham. The fight escalated until 
som e 1,500 people w ere involved an d  the  police had  been called bo th  to 
the C hase Tavern area  an d  to ano ther site some streets away. The extent 
of the  disorder w as su c h  th a t  all available officers from across th e  city 
were called to the  scene a n d  senior officers were d ispatched to the  area  
(Popkess, 1960: 675). The n a tu re  of the violence is evident from the  Chief 
Constables subsequen t observation th a t ‘the mob were now attacking any 
coloured person in  sight, w hether they had  been im plicated in any way in
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th e  d istu rbances or n o t’ (Popkess, 1960: 676). Glass (1960: 131) suggests 
th a t it took th e  police u n til m idnight to restore order, by which tim e the 
d istu rb an ces h a d  been  in  progress for abou t n inety  m inutes an d  seven 
civilians and  one police officer h ad  been hospitalised.

In  co n trast, th e  d iso rd e rs  th a t  occurred  in  th e  H andsw orth  a rea  of 
Birm ingham  in  a u tu m n  1985 lasted  for somewhere in  the  region of twelve 
hours, two civilians w ere killed w hen their Post Office w as set on fire, 122 
other people w ere in ju red  an d  dam age to the  order of £7.5 m illion was 
reported (Benyon and  Solomos, 1987: 5). W hen the  events in N ottingham  
are  considered in  th e  light of th is  m ore recent example, it is clear th a t the 
atten tion  they  have received in  academ ic lite ra tu re  owes m ore to their 
symbolic im portance th a n  their inheren t properties. The disorders received 
su ch  scru tiny , n o t b ecau se  of the ir in tensity  a s  scenes of violence, b u t 
because  of th e ir  p o rten to u s  n a tu re  as  signifiers of social m alaise. This 
reflects the  poin t m ade previously abou t the  u n rest a t Olympia in  1934 — 
th a t the social context in  w hich events occur is central to the way in  which 
they are understood.

The im pact of these  events in a  postw ar au ste re  society which w as unused  
to public d isorder on an y  large scale w as considerable. At one level, the  
im pact can  be seen  in  th e  w idespread national and  local press coverage 
th a t the u n re s t received. An article in  the Nottingham  Courier on 26 A ugust 
1958 predicted th a t th e  St. A nn’s district would w itness further violence. 
U nder the headline RACE RIOT CITY IS LIVING IN FEAR OF NEW CLASH, 
th e  article suggested  th a t  gangs of ‘teddy boys’ an d  ‘coloureds’ were 
preparing to descend on th e  a rea  for fu rther battles. Such  press coverage, 
no doubt, also con tribu ted  to th e  a ttraction  of other visitors and highlights 
th e  role th a t  expectations can  have on su b seq u en t developm ents. The 
following w eekend w itn essed  th e  u n u su a l phenom enon of p artie s  of 
tou rists  arriving in  th e  a rea  to w itness the  ‘race rio ts’, attracted partly  by 
th e  ‘sensational p ress  reporting’ (Popkess, 1960: 676) and partly  by the 
coach tours advertised in  the  local p ress of nearby towns such a s  Melton 
Mowbray an d  Leicester. Indeed, The Times reported on 16 Septem ber 1958 
th a t the city au thorities  had  asked  th e  police to approach  bus com panies 
in  nearby a reas to a sk  them  to stop these ‘sight-seeing trips’.
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The tou ris ts  were n o t d isappointed as  disorders resum ed on th e  weekend 
of 29 an d  30 A ugust w hen ‘teddy boys’, local residen ts, a n d  asso rted  
repo rters  form ed a  crowd of som e 4 ,000  or so people. A ccording to 
contem poraiy sources, there  w ere very few ‘coloured’ people on  the s tree ts  
a s  they h a d  been  w arned to s tay  indoors. As in the  Liverpool disorders of 
1919, ‘co loured’ people h a d  b een  ta k e n  into protective custody  th e  
previous w eekend, a  move th a t  th e  Chief C onstable recognised  they 
resented (Popkess, 1960: 676). However, some b lack  people did ven ture  
out. G lass (1960: 132) repo rts  the  fate of three black people who tried to 
drive their car th rough  the area:

Cries of ‘let’s lynch them’, and ‘let’s get at them’, went up as the crowd, 
many of them teddy boys who had poured from public houses, tried to 
smash their way into the car. Beating on the windows they tried to 
overturn it ... Finally the police forced a path through them and told the 
coloured men in the car to ‘go like hell’. They did.

Perhaps it w as b ecau se  th e  local b lack  population largely kep t off th e  
streets th a t  th is second w eekend of disorder was largely conducted against 
the  police. A ra th e r  literal flashpoin t in  th e  disorders w as created  by a  
new spaper p h o to g ra p h e r’s m ag n esiu m  flare. The L eicester M ercury 
reported how:

the flare was burning with great intensity, and gave the impression that 
buildings were on fire and the crowds were converging on this point. The 
officer remonstrated with him. By then the crowd had become angry and 
fighting had started.1

Little m en tion  w as m ade in  con tem poraneous acco u n ts  of how th e  
disorder died down, how long it lasted , and  a t w hat, financial or other, 
cost. The Tim es reported  on 1 Septem ber 1958 th a t the  Chief Constable 
s ta ted  th a t  th e  police h ad  b een  forced to ‘use  s trong  m ethods in  self- 
defence ag a in st th e  w hite popu la tion ’. Som e fifty people w ere arres ted  
following th e  second w eekend, tw enty four of w hom  were charged w ith 
public order offences.
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Following th ese  inciden ts in  N ottingham  atten tion  switched to events in 
Notting Hill. As h a s  b een  indicated, although it is ra th er inaccurate to use 
th is  nam e to describe a  wide and  heterogeneous area, for the sake of this 
d iscussion  it will be re ta ined . The events in  Notting Hill occurred over a  
longer tim e period th a n  those  in  Nottingham. They escalated from a  series 
of isolated rac is t a tta c k s  in to  m ore w idespread violence involving large 
n u m b ers  of people a n d  a ttra c tin g  the  a tten tio n  of M osley’s Union 
M o v em en t. ̂  A ccounts of those  who lived in  the area suggested th a t there 
w as some recognition th a t  d isorders m ight occur in the light of th e  events 
in  N ottingham . The a rtic le  in  th e  N ottingham  Courier, c ited  above, 
concluded by  rep o rtin g  th a t  ‘police chiefs’ in  London recognised the 
possibility of d isorder a n d  th a t ex tra  stree t patrols had  been deployed in 
Notting Hill a n d  o ther p a r ts  of London. The possible significance of local 
people, including police officers, an ticipating u n rest is a  factor th a t recurs 
throughout th is  thesis.

The first incident reported in  the  p ress  and  other contem porary accounts 
involved a  group of n in e  w hite y o u th s  who em barked upon  a  series of 
rac ist a ttack s  th ro u g h  th e  Notting Hill area  on the  n ight of S atu rday  30 
A ugust 1958. According to Jaco b so n  (1958) m ost of the  young m en seem 
to have been in  their late  teens. Jacobson  (1958: 4-5) suggests they:

had been drinking in a pub and decided to go on a “nigger-hunting 
expedition’’, armed with wooden staves, knives, an air pistol, a table leg, 
and iron railings. Between midnight and five am they cruised the streets 
and attacked single coloured men, leaving them unconscious in the 
street. The group of nine never attacked more than two coloured men at 
one time.

At their trial th e  n ine y o u th s  w ere sentenced to four years im prisonm ent 
for ac tua l bodily h arm . Ju s tic e  Salm on told them  th a t they com m itted 
‘extremely grave and  b ru ta l crim es’ and  that:

It was you men who started the whole of this violence in Notting Hill. You 
are a minute and insignificant section of the population who have 
brought shame on the district in which you live and have filled the whole 
nation with horror, indignation, and disgust.^
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For several y ea rs  a fte rw ard s  th e se  sen ten ces  w ere th e  su b jec t of 
Parliam entary questions and  a  debate th a t argued th a t they too severe and  
u rg ing  th a t  th e  y o u th s  b e  show n clem ency.^ However, th e  Home 
Secretary, R. A. Butler, persistently  refused to intervene.

Despite th is  ‘determ ined action’ (Butler, 1971: 206), the disorders did no t 
abate  a t th is  stage b u t  continued w ith greater ferocity. Fryer (1984: 379) 
described how:

By the end of August brawls, disturbances, and racist attacks were a 
daily, and nightly, feature of life in North Kensington. A Jamaican was 
shot in the leg. Petrol bombs were thrown into black people’s homes, 
including the homes of pregnant women. Such attacks were often 
preceded by a threatening letter or a shouted warning: “We’re going to 
raid you tonight if you don’t clear out”. Crowds hundreds strong shouted 
abuse at black people. A young African student, a stranger to the area, 
emerged from an Underground station to find himself chased by a hostile 
crowd shouting “Lynch him!”. He took refuge in a greengrocer’s shop 
whose proprietor gave him sanctuary by locking and bolting the door and 
defying the mob.

Hiro (1973) provided som e ind ica tion  of the  reactions of local b lack  
resid en ts  to th e  violence th a t  th re a ten ed  them . He suggested  th a t, 
following th e  actions of the  police to take  them  into protective custody, 
referred to earlier, th e  b lack  residen ts  of Nottingham  were noticeable by 
their absence from th e  s tree ts  in  the  S t A nn’s area. The response of the  
black residents in London was also noted:

Once the blacks in Notting Hill had overcome their initial alarm, shock 
and despondency, they tried to help themselves as best as they could.
They avoided, as far as possible, leaving their homes: and when they had 
to, they avoided walking alone after dark. They provided elaborately 
arranged escorts for those black London Underground employees who 
had to work late-night or early-morning shifts, and formed vigilante 
groups which patrolled the area in cars.^

One black m a n  w ho becam e involved in  th e  disorders recalled a  m ore 
direct response from those  who were subjected to attack:
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During the day we made preparations for the attack and I can quite 
clearly remember standing on the second floor with the lights out in 
Blenheim Crescent when I looked out and could see from Kensington 
Park Road and Portobello Road a massive lot of people and I distinctly 
heard when they said "bum  the niggers”, “lynch the niggers”, and from 
those spoken words I said “start bombing them” and then the Molotov 
Cocktails came out from number nine Blenheim Crescent. Then we saw 
that they were bombing u s  too, I said “open the gate and throw them 
back where they are coming from”. When the police saw the amount of 
people that was in number nine, they drove the Black Maria, rammed the 
gates, and said “not another one of you black bastards is coming out”, I 
was arrested immediately. But from then on the police took over. It was a 
very serious bit of fighting that night, because we were very, very angry 
and we were determined to use any weapon, anything at our disposal for 
our freedom. We were not prepared to go down like dying dogs. 6

Extrem e right-wing groups appeared  in  the district in Septem ber 1958 — 
b u t not for the first tim e — although it seem s th a t their involvement alone 
cannot explain th e  d isorders. The num ber of people involved w as sim ply 
too great for right-w ing g roups to be entirely responsible. G lass (1960: 
141), for example, describes th e  ex ten t the  disorders h ad  reached by 3 
September:

petrol bombs were flung into the homes of coloured people in Notting Hill 
and Paddington. There was by then the usual ‘anti-nigger’ shouting and 
bottle throwing. Even the most ordinary encounter between a white and 
coloured could still set off new turmoil. When a coloured mother’s 
perambulator brushed against, and became entangled with, a white 
mother’s push chair at a road junction in North Kensington, a crowd of 
about 150 people collected instantly, and the police had to be called to 
restore order.

As w as th e  case w ith  the  events in  Nottingham, there is little evidence to 
explain how or w hen  the  d isorders died away. As previously m entioned, 
the racist m urder of Kelso C ochrane did not occur until May 1959 b u t it 
seem s certa in  th a t  th e  in ten se  d isorders of Septem ber 1958 did no t 
continue un til th is  point. R ather it m ay be th a t, as  Fryer (1984: 380) 
suggests, all th a t happened  w as th a t ‘by m id-Septem ber the s itu a tio n  in
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North K ensington had  re tu rn ed  to normal — or, rather, to w hat passed  as 
a  “norm al” incidence of rac is t violence’. As Fiyer also pointed out, there 
had  been rac ist a ttack s  in  the  a rea  for several years before 1958 and  they 
continued afterw ards, a lbeit a t  a  less  widespread level. This indicates th a t 
th e  incidents in  1958-59 cam e to  represen t social changes no t directly 
related  to th e  events them selves. The activist Michael X m ade a  sim ilar 
point in  h is recollections of life in  Notting Hill during th is period (Malik, 
1968: 76):

The situation, as far as I could see, was being created by newspaper 
sensationalism and police hysteria. Together they were having quite an 
effect. There was no doubt by now that a ‘situation’ did exist.

Explaining the disorders

This section will exam ine som e of th e  responses to the  1958-59 disorders. 
The explanations offered by th e  m edia, police, politicians, government, and  
sociologists an d  social w orkers, a re  the  m ain focus of the  discussion. Four 
broad them es a re  identified: those  which refer to the housing shortage as a  
cau sa l factor, th o se  th a t  a s su m e  th a t th e  n u m b er of ‘W est In d ian ’ 
im m igrants arriving escalated  tensions, those which focus upon th e  role of 
lawless ‘rowdy’ w hite yo u th s, a n d  those w hich identify sexual relations 
between black an d  w hite people a s  a  causal factor. The response of liberal, 
charitable groups is also considered. It is suggested in  the  conclusion w hat 
lay b en ea th  a ll of th e s e  ex p lan a tio n s, w h eth er they  w ere broadly  
conservative o r libera l, p ro- o r an ti-im m igra tion  control, w as a n  
assum ption  of racial an tag o n ism  an d  a conception of ‘race relations’ as 
inherently problematic.

Housing, unemployment, and national assistance
One of the central them es of th e  reactions to the disorders in 1958-59 was 
the  socio-economic problem s of th e  localities in which they occurred. In 
particu lar, m any  com m entato rs drew  atten tion  to the  shortage of good 
quality housing  an d  th e  problem s of unem ploym ent in  both Nottingham  
and  Notting Hill. A com m on view w as that the  m igrants arriving from the 
Commonwealth were exacerbating, if not creating, the problems of housing 
and  job shortages. Reference w as also m ade to the  poor-quality, over­
crowded, acco m m o d atio n  th a t  th e  new com ers h a d  to en d u re  an d
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allegations were m ade th a t they  were drawing national assistance because 
they were unem ployed.

The provision of affordable decen t housing was one of the keenest political 
issues of the  1950s an d  w as accepted a s  su ch  by Labour and  Conservative 
governm ents. In  th e ir  m an ifesto  for th e  1951 general election, th e  
Conservatives h ad  prom ised to  build  300,000 houses a  year, m ore th a n  
the  Labour governm ent’s  p revious h igh  of 248,000 new houses in  1948 
(Adams, 1992). A lthough th is  figure w as no t achieved, th e  Conservative 
governm ent oversaw th e  bu ild ing  of 180,000 new houses a  year betw een 
1951 and  1957 (Hamnet, 1992). S uch  unprecedented public-sector house 
building w as partly  necessita ted  by the  destruction  of housing during the  
Second W orld W ar an d  also  by  th e  political consensus of th e  era w hich 
saw  a  b road  agreem ent th a t  th e  s ta te  h ad  a  responsibility  for the  well­
being of th e  population. The desire  to eradicate the  slum s associated w ith 
the  1930s’ depression w as evident by the  scale of the  programme.

Despite th e  extent of th e  new  h o use  build ing there appeared to be som e 
agreem ent th a t, a t  leas t in  N otting Hill and  St. A nn’s, Nottingham, there 
rem ained a  serious shortage of adequate  dwellings. In their survey of St. 
A nn’s, conducted  som e y ea rs  after th e  d isorders, Coates an d  S ilb u m
(1967) found th a t th e  h o u sin g  density  of the  d istric t w as m uch  h igher 
th an  for o ther nearby council e s ta te s  a n d  for the  City of Nottingham  a s  a  
whole. The low quality  of th e  housing  in  th e  area is a  m arked feature of 
their survey and  the  St. A nn’s  district, a s  it existed in  the late 1950s, w as 
eventually razed a s  p a r t  of a  s lu m  clearance program m e.? in  various 
debates ab o u t th e  disorder, a n d  ab o u t im m igration more generally, MPs 
suggested th a t  th e  ho u sin g  problem  w as exacerbated by newly-arrived 
m igrants. For exam ple, in  a  P arliam en tary  debate  on th e  sen tences 
im posed on  th e  y o u th s  a rre s te d  in  th e  Notting Hill disorders, F ran k  
Tomney MP (Labour, H am m ersm ith  North) described the build-up to the 
disturbances:

Into this huge city, where people scramble for houses and where the 
Rent Act is in operation, streamed thousands of colonial nationals. They 
had a perfect right to come here under the Constitution of the country 
and their associations with the Commonwealth, but nevertheless, they 
aggravated a problem which was already acute.®
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O ther politicians from b o th  the  Conservative and Labour parties also m ade 
reference to th e  lack  of decen t housing  in  their response to the  disorder. 
J a m e s  H arriso n , L ab o u r m em b er for N ottingham  N orth reported ly  
suggested th a t  housing  problem s, coupled with ‘om inous unem ploym ent 
trends’, were responsible for the  u n re s t  and  argued th a t action by central 
governm ent w as needed to  rectify th e  situation . The C abinet w as also  
directed to th is  issue  in  its  d iscussion  of the  violence. The Lord President 
of the  Council, Lord H ailsham , explained in  a  m em orandum  that:

Property has been bought up by coloured landlords, who have then made 
the position of white tenants intolerable, and entire streets have gone 
over to a coloured population.9

Beyond W estm inster, o th e r  co m m en ta to rs  also referred  to  h o u sin g  
problems as a n  im portan t background  factor in the escalation of tensions. 
W riting in  th e  N ew  S ta tesm a n , M allalieu (1959), suggested th a t housing  
shortages coupled w ith b roader social problems had  caused  the disorder:

In fact such race troubles as there have been have themselves sprung 
from the nature of the area itself and especially from the acute shortage 
both of space and of houses, which above everything else is the area’s 
great curse. People of one race and similar habits would have difficulty 
living in such an environment; but the difficulties are greatly increased 
when one group, the West Indians, have different habits from their 
neighbours.

S uch  concerns h ad  b een  expressed  prior to the d isorders,10 b u t there  
were others who recognised th a t su c h  shortages were not simply a  resu lt 
of im m igration  in to  th e se  a re a s . In  a  P arliam en tary  debate  ab o u t 
im m igration control, held on  3 April 1958, Christopher Boyd MP (Labour, 
Bristol NW), pointed ou t a n  inconsistency in the prevailing debates abou t 
housing and  im m igration. He sta ted  that:

the housing aspect of this problem is actually helped by the greater 
volume of emigration than  made more difficult by the smaller volume of 
immigration.11
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A  com m onplace co n trad ic tio n  often existed in  th e  public im agination 
a b o u t th e  socio-econom ic p o s itio n  of th e  b lack  m ig ran ts , ju s t  a s  
stereotypes ab o u t the  Jew s in  London during the 1930s were confused. On 
one hand, newcom ers from  th e  C aribbean were held to be responsible for 
th e  shortage of quality  housing  available for whites, b u t a t th e  sam e tim e 
they  were seen  a s  living in  overcrowded, undesirab le housing an d  it w as 
sa id  th a t th is  aspect led to o ther problem s with neighbours. This reflects 
th e  third feature of th e  racialisation  problematic, the  framework delineated 
in  C hapter One, w hich is th a t  su c h  d iscourse is often contradictory an d  
inconsisten t. It w as no ted  by several observers in  the  late 1950s  th a t 
th e  m igrants from th e  Com m onw ealth often had  trouble finding su itab le 
accom m odation of a  reasonab le  quality. Of course, th is position was no t 
only caused by a  lack of housing, b u t w as also a  resu lt of the a ttitudes of 
prejudiced  w hites w ho refu sed  accom m odation  to b lack  people. One 
com m entator suggested th a t it w as for th is  reason  th a t m any b lack  people 
in  N otting Hill cam e in to  co n ta c t w ith  one of th e  m ore no to rious 
ind iv iduals of th e  period , th e  ‘s lu m  lan d lo rd ’ P eter R achm an. H is 
dilapidated properties were no doub t the so rt th a t m any had in  m ind w hen 
they condem ned the  living conditions of b lack people in  Notting Hill. Malik
(1968), however, cas ts  a  different perspective on the  role of Rachm an and  
h is  relation to b lack  people in th e  a rea  a t  th a t time:

I’m not eager to run to his defence. But I object to him being used as a 
scapegoat to conscience in this country. The real villain was not Peter 
Rachman. It was, and still is, all those who put up notices saying: ‘no 
coloured’ ... ‘no Irish’ ... ‘no children’ ... ‘no dogs’ ... the ‘no’ people: 
nasty, mean, ignorant, joyless people. They’re the ones who made it 
possible for Rachman to provide his particular kind of service.

Concern w as also expressed ab o u t the  im pact of the  black im m igrants on 
th e  labour m arket. A lthough m igration  from  th e  Com m onwealth w as 
initially encouraged in  order to satisfy the  dem ands of the labour m arket, 
by 1958 unem ploym ent w as beginning to reappear a s  the  government took 
s tep s  to control inflation. J u s t  as  they were, a t least partly, blam ed for the  
housing shortage, b lack  people were often regarded a s  guilty of taking jobs 
from the white w orkers who h ad  a  stronger claim upon  them. In this vein, 
a n  early  c h am p io n  of im m ig ra tio n  con tro l, Cyril O sb o rn e  MP
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(Conservative, L outh), d em an d ed  s u c h  a  m easu re  ‘w ith  a  view to 
controlling all im m igration  in  o rder to  safeguard  th e  jo b s  of w orkers 
already in  th is  country’. 13

As w as th e  case  in  1919, em ployers an d  trad es  un io n s w ere often 
re luctan t to employ b lack  w orkers. Employers tended to speak  in  term s of 
th e  need to m a in ta in  h arm o n io u s relations am ongst their workforce — 
w hilst trad es  un io n s also referred  to  concern ab o u t the  job security  and  
wage levels of the  w hite workforce (see Phizacklea and  Miles, 1980; Fryer, 
1984; C arter, 1986). The con trad ictory  argum ent which held th a t b lack  
people w ere enjoying h o u s in g  prov isions th a t  ‘rightfully’ belonged to 
whites, w hilst also holding th a t  b lack  people were causing a  problem  due 
to their overcrowded and  in san ita ry  housing  conditions, could also be seen 
in  respect of unem ploym ent. J u s t  a s  th e  newly-arrived m igran ts were 
blam ed for occupying jo b s  belonging to o thers, the  b lack w orkers were 
m ore likely to be unem ployed  a n d  often w ere th e  first to be  m ade 
re d u n d an t. P ilk ington  (1988: 39-40) reco rds th a t  ‘W est In d ian s’ in 
N ottingham  experienced h ig h er levels of unem ploym ent th a n  the  w hite 
community, and  cites the  explanation offered by one employer:

Whenever I have to put off staff, I sack the coloured ones first. The 
trouble is that whenever you dismiss West Indians they make such a 
fuss. They say you have done it because of colour prejudice, and that 
makes you feel a rotter. But there would be a riot if I did anything else.

Not only were b lack  m igran ts regarded as  having a  deleterious effect on 
unem ploym ent b u t  their receip t of national assis tance  when unemployed 
w as also  occasionally  ra ised . A lthough Cyril O sborne often expressed 
concern ab o u t th e  lack  of reliable inform ation regarding the  num ber of 
m ig ran ts  an d  th e ir  su b se q u e n t c ircu m stan ces  after arrival in to  the  
country, he did find s ta tis tics  to su p p o rt h is pro-control argum ent in  the 
Q ueen’s Speech debate  of O ctober 1958. O sborne suggested th a t there 
were 10,000 Com m onwealth m igrants in  receipt of unem ploym ent pay and 
public ass is tan ce  an d  th a t  th is  effectively m ean t th a t indigenous white 
workers were financing th e ir  upkeep. He concluded:
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it seems reasonable and fair to the British people who are paying money 
into these funds that a limit should be placed upon the number of people 
coming here and drawing upon those funds to which they have made no 
contribution.14

It shou ld  be  rem em bered  th a t, in  the concerns expressed ab o u t b o th  
housing  a n d  em ploym ent issu es , the  b lack  m igran ts living in  B rita in  
during the  la te  1950s w ere rarely blam ed by m ainstream  politicians or the 
m edia for creating  su ch  problem s where none h ad  previously existed. The 
cam paigns em an atin g  from  fa r-rig h t groups, who a ttem pted  to  m ake 
political cap ita l from th e  disorders, may have blam ed them  on occasions 
b u t ‘respectable* an a ly sis  m ore u sually  suggested  only th a t  they  were 
adding to pre-existing social problem s. However, as in  other tim es and  a t 
o ther places, for exam ple in  1919, the b lack  m igran ts were effectively 
victimised twice by a  racialised understand ing  of the genuine problem s of 
housing  sho rtages an d  rising  unem ploym ent. Not only were higher levels 
of em igration com pared to im m igration largely overlooked, the  com m ents 
of C h ris to p h er Boyd no tw ith stan d in g , b u t  th e  fact th a t  w hite people 
formed the  su b stan tia l m ajority of im m igrants, *5 and yet a ttracted  little or 
no concern  for their im pact u p o n  social conditions, ind icates th a t  the  
a rg u m en ts  w ere  no t a b o u t im m igration  p er  se  b u t ab o u t ‘co loured’ 
im m igration in  particular.

Immigration
It is clear th a t  th e  very presence of Commonwealth im m igrants in  Britain 
w as seen by m any  as  a  causa l factor in the  disorders. Dem ands to control 
im m igration from  the  C om m onw ealth were m ade immediately after the  
d istu rbances an d  continued  over a  longer period, not always w ith direct 
reference to th e  events in  N ottingham  and  Notting Hill, leading up  to the 
Com m onwealth Im m igrants Act of 1962. In  the immediate afterm ath to the 
u n re s t, b o th  th e  MPs rep re sen tin g  N ottingham  (one Labour an d  one 
Conservative) dem anded  th a t  C om m onw ealth  im m igration should  be 
curbed. The following day, th e  Conservative MP for Kirkdale, Norm an 
Pannell — a n  early postw ar supporter of control — argued:

the Nottingham fighting is a manifestation of the evil results of the 
present [immigration] policy and I feel that unless some restriction is 
imposed we shall create the colour bar we all want to avoid. Unless we

136



Nottingham and Notting Hill 1958-59

bar undesirable immigrants and put out of the country those who 
commit certain crimes we shall create prejudice against the immigrants, 
particularly the coloured immigrants. We must avoid this. ^

This argum ent app ears  to a ssu m e  th a t racism  is an  inevitable feature of 
the h u m an  condition w hich can  only be prevented by stopping or a t least 
limiting regu lar con tact betw een th e  different ‘races’. As in  1919, it w as 
argued th a t th e  ‘colour line’ (Du Bois, 1982) needed to be enforced if direct 
confrontation was to  be avoided. S uch  a  conception reduces racism  to the  
level of in d iv id u a l psychology  a n d  ignores th e  socia l p ro cess  of 
racialisation, a  point considered fu rther in  the conclusion to th is Chapter. 
There is a  contradiction in  th is  discourse in  th a t it rem ains relatively silent 
in  respect of the  m igration of w hite colonialists to the  Caribbean. As w as 
seen  w ith th e  issue  of m iscegenation su rround ing  th e  1919 disorders in  
Liverpool, th e  principle of sep ara tio n  between the ‘races’ w as extended to 
th e  colonies, w here th e  p rospec t of mixed ‘race’ m arriages was seen  as  
threatening  the  social h ierarchy  of the  colonial societies. Conversely, the  
presence of th e  w hite people in  th e  colonies was regarded as  beneficial to 
th e  indigenous populations (McClintock, 1995; Young, 1995). W hen the  
position w as reversed, however, an d  b lack  people were presen t am ongst 
th e  ind igenous w h ite  p o p u la tio n  in  ‘th e  m o th erlan d ’, th e  su p p o sed  
dangers of m oral, sexual, and  socio-economic ‘pollution’ were feared.

Pannell’s fellow-traveller on th e  im m igration control issue, Cyril Osborne, 
p u t the  claim  m ore stark ly . In  h is  con tribu tion  to th e  Q ueen’s Speech 
debate, in  October 1958, he  argued:

it is time someone spoke for this country and the white man who lives 
here, and I propose so to do ... Sooner or later some control would have 
to be put on. If it is not put on soon we shall, whether we like it or not — 
this is what I fear and I am very frightened about it — have Little Rocks 
[sic.] and Notting Hill incidents over and over again. *8

A common them e u n derp inn ing  su ch  dem ands w as th a t Britain faced a n  
increasing an d  apparen tly  open-ended process of im m igration from th e  
Com m onwealth th a t  posed m ateria l and  psychological problem s for th e  
indigenous w hite population in  the areas where they settled. However, the 
official s ta tis tics  for im m igration from the  New Com m onwealth indicated
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th a t the  num bers  arriving during  th e  period 1956-1961 fluctuated ra ther 
th a n  increased  year-on-year. A lthough there are  reasons to believe th a t 
these  official s ta tis tic s  do n o t provide a  wholly reliable record of su ch  
immigration, th e re  does n o t a p p e a r  to be a  m ore reliab le  so u rce  
available. Table 2 show s th e  n u m b er of im m igrants arriving during  these 
years and  their countries of origin.

Table 2: Commonwealth Immigration to Great Britain, 1956-61,
by Country of Origin.

1956 1957 1958 1959 1960 1961

West Indies 12,700 5,500 7,800 1,700 14,800 26,000
East Africa 350 250 200 15 -6 0 650
West Africa 500 525 250 nil -425 900
Cyprus 825 425 65 -200 825 1,800
Gibraltar 80 nil -7 5 -150 -7 5 -175
Malta 275 200 80 -175 -250 225
Aden 525 nil 15 275 60 75
Hong Kong 75 300 70 300 350 600
Malaya 275 175 325 225 -200 nil
Singapore 75 90 -110 10 -3 0 275
India 2,650 2,200 3,300 1,300 2,000 6,700
Pakistan 800 1,200 4,200 -175 -125 6,000
Ceylon 250 250 100 -10 -225 125

Total 19,380 11,115 16,220 3,115 16,645 43,175
1. A minus sign denotes a net outward movement.
2. Figures are not available in respect of other Commonwealth countries. 
Source: ParUarnentary D ebates, vol. 642, 1655-62.

W hilst th e  n u m b e r  of m ig ra n ts  a rriv ing  d id  in c rease  before th e  
introduction of controls in  1962, th e  num ber of m igrants arriving from the 
W est Indies’ fell sharp ly  in  1957, 1958, and  1959 compared to the figure 
for 1956. It is th u s  m isleading to a rg u e  th a t the  disorders were a  direct 
resu lt of increasing num bers  of m igran ts arriving from the  Caribbean who 
caused m aterial a n d  o ther problem s in  the  d istric ts where they settled. 
The argum ents proposed by Pannell, Osborne, an d  their supporters, were 
not supported by th e  facts. Im m igration from the  Commonwealth w as not 
rising during th is  period a n d  so th e  disorders could no t have been simply 
caused  by a  ‘n a tu ra l’ reaction  to a  changing world, as they tended  to 
suggest.

Even those  w ho opposed  con tro ls ap p eared  to accep t im plicitly th e  
assum ption  th a t  im m igration itse lf posed a  social problem . A com m on
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problem  for th o se  a rg u in g  a g a in s t im m igration control w as th e  danger of 
becoming em broiled in  th e  ‘n u m b ers  gam e’, whereby the argum ent focused 
on disputes a b o u t th e  vo lum e of ac tu a l or potential m igration ra th e r th an  
on  th e  m ore fu n d a m e n ta l is s u e  of why im m igration w as regarded  as 
problem atic in  th e  f irs t in s ta n c e . In  arguing  aga inst control, th e  New  
Sta tesm an  illu stra ted  th is  tendency  in  1959:

The volume of West Indian immigrants has fallen off rapidly since 1957 
and will continue to decline. The problem of assimilating the immigrants, 
all of whom are British citizens, is thus definable and m e a s u r a b le .20

The reason  w hy the N ew  S ta te sm a n  opposed the dem ands of those who 
regarded im m igration  p e r  s e  a s  th e  problem  w as th a t  th e  num bers  
involved were n o t escala ting . This w as a n  early instance of th e  thinking 
underlying Roy H atte rsley ’s  in fluen tia l d ictum  th a t ‘in tegration  w ithout 
lim itation is im possible: lim ita tio n  w ithout integration is indefensible’.21 
The logic of th is  a rg u m en t c a n  be counterpoised w ith th a t illustrated  by a  
Daily Telegraph editorial o f th e  tim e. Although num bers are m entioned in 
the  extract, th e  logic of th is  p a rag rap h  is very different from th a t which is 
evident elsewhere:

There is no "colour problem" in this country. To discuss it endlessly is to 
discuss nothing endlessly: it does not exist. What there is is a British 
problem, and it is a grave one, a very grave one indeed. When a great and 
apparently prosperous country cannot peacefully absorb some 250,000 
people (a mere 0.5 per cent of its total population), there m ust be 
something gravely w rong with th a t country. By these sudden 
disturbances what strange and monstrous manifestations have been 
churned up from the depths of our society! What hatred, bitterness, and 
spite is suddenly revealed, what anger and frustration, what boredom 
and what rootless, aim less hooliganism, what envy, perhaps (yes, envy: 
are not West Indians envied if they look happy and well-dressed?). There 
was no "Jewish problem" in Germany. There was a German problem, 
however, as we and the world know to our cost. 22

As Solomos (1988: 34) su g g ested , the  events of 1958 have often been 
regarded as  a  w a te rsh ed  in  th e  politics of im m igration in  Britain. Many 
w riters (for example, K atznelson , 1976; Ramdin, 1987) have regarded them
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a s  a  ca ta ly s t w h ich  tra n sfo rm ed  th e  laissez-faire open-door a ttitu d e  
tow ards im m igration from  th e  Commonwealth into one w hich recognised 
th e  need for control. T h is u n d erstan d in g  was reflected in  th e  subsequen t 
m em oirs of M acm illan (1973: 74) who adm itted th a t im m igration control 
h ad  been  d iscussed  b y  th e  C abinet a s  early as  1955, b u t suggested th a t 
‘no ac tion  w as ta k e n  u n til  th e  m a tte r  w as b rough t forcibly to public 
a tten tion  by  the  so-called “race  rio ts” which took place in 1958’. The Home 
Secretary in  1958 w as R. A. B u tler who also claimed th a t th e  disorders 
were a  vital p recu rso r to  th e  legislation of 1962 (Butler, 1971: 206):

As Home Secretary I had been gravely troubled by the Notting Hill riots 
in 1958, and I cannot praise too highly the determined action of the 
Judiciary in the person of Mr Justice Salmon who pronounced the most 
stringent sen tences on th e  racist trouble-m akers. But whilst 
disturbances on th is scale did not recur, I was by 1961 persuaded that 
the rise in racial tension could be avoided only if it were anticipated 
[emphasis added].

There a re  two re a so n s  w hy th e  suggestion th a t it was th e  disorders of 
1958 w hich forced th e  is s u e s  of im m igration control onto th e  political 
agenda is  som ew hat sim plistic . F irst, th is  argum ent underestim ates the  
dem ands for control th a t  w ere  being m ade before the d istu rbances. In 
o ther w ords, it is  n o t th e  c a se  th a t  th e re  were no calls, or even only 
isolated calls, for im m igration  control un til the disorders ‘brought forcibly’ 
th e  issu e  to  pub lic  a tte n tio n . The issu e  of im m igration control w as 
discussed by th e  C abinet a t  several stages in the  early 1950s. The Labour 
Governm ent u n d e r A ttlee d iscu ssed  the  m atter in  1951 and  com m issioned 
a  com m ittee of civil s e rv a n ts  a n d  m in isters to review the ‘m eans w hich 
m ight be adopted  to  check  th e  im m igration into th is country of coloured 
people from  th e  B ritish  colonial territo ries’. 23 jn  1955, M acm illan la te r 
recalled (1973: 73-4):

after some desultoiy discussions in the Cabinet, it was agreed that a Bill 
should be tentatively drafted. I remember th a t Churchill, rather 
maliciously, observed that perhaps the cry of ‘Keep Britain White’ might 
be a good slogan for the Election which we would soon have to fight 
without the benefit of his leadership.
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At th e  local level, too, d em ands for im m igration control w ere being m ade 
prior to 1958. Rich (1994: 177) recorded that:

Leading a delegation of Council members to the Home Office in January 
1955, a former Lord Mayor, Alderman William Bowen, urged the 
government to focus on economic development programmes in the 
Westindies [sic.) in order to try and prevent further immigration.

It is th u s  m isleading to  believe th a t  calls for im m igration control could 
only be h e a rd  from  ‘m averick ’ MPs (most notably  Cyril O sborne an d  
Norman Pannell) on th e  backbenches. These dem ands for, an d  d iscussions 
of, im m igration control did no t lead to legislation until after th e  disorders 
of 1958. This w as n o t b ecau se  th e  issue w as seen  a s  unproblem atic  for 
dom estic harm ony, how ever. R ather, it seem s th a t a  b ro ad er in te re st in  
m aintaining good re la tions w ith o ther Commonwealth governm ents (Rich, 
1994) an d  th e  need to en su re  th e  free m ovem ent of labour (Phizacklea and  
Miles, 1980) w ere th e  p rim aiy  reaso n s  for lack  of action  on  im m igration 
control.

The second reason  w hy it is sim plistic to regard  the d iso rders of 1958 a s  
the  principal cause of legislation to control im m igration is th a t  th e  Act of 
1962 represen ted  a  change of m ethod ra th er th a n  of political aim s. Before 
im m igration w as fo rm ally  con tro lled  in  1962 there  w as a  period  of 
im m igration u n re g u la te d  by  law. However, other, m ore inform al an d  
perhaps illegal (Carter e t a l  1987), m easu res were ta k e n  to  d iscourage 
im m igration. M acm illan (1973: 75) recorded how h is  d iscu ss io n s  w ith  
N orm an Manley, Prim e M inister of Jam aica , in  Septem ber 1958 centred  
u p o n  th e  possib ility  th a t  im m igration  could  be in flu en ced  by n o n ­
legislative m eans as it  h a d  been  previously. 24  jn  th is respect, th e  aim  of 
controlling, an d  reducing , levels of im m igration began  long before the 
1958-59 disorder. W h at w as changed by the  1962 Act w as th a t  th is  goal 
w as explicitly s ta ted  or, a s  O sborne had  p u t it, control sh o u ld  be  ‘... a  
condition, in s tead  o f a  p lea ’.25 In  o ther w ords, im m igra tion  contro l 
becam e a  m atte r of legislation ra th e r  th an  negotiation.

Youths, crime, and social nuisance
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A nother them e th a t  can  be identified in  the reactions to the  disorders of 
1958-59 re la ted  to th e  ch a ra c te r is tic s  of the  localities in  w hich they 
occurred  a n d  th e  b la c k  a n d  w h ite  com m unities who inhab ited  them . 
Images of b lack  crim inality  have  becom e a  common feature of argum ents 
relating to  th e  p resen ce  an d  position  of minority ethnic groups in  B ritish 
society (see Hall, e t aJL 1978; Gilroy, 1987) and the  debates arising in  the 
late 1950s suggest th a t  th is  h ad , on occasion, been  an  issu e  before the  
‘c ris is ’ period  of th e  1970s. However, there  w ere also concern  an d  
condem nation  exp ressed  of th e  crim inality and  ‘hooliganism ’ of young 
w hite m ales  living in  th e  a re a s  concerned. In an  editorial, The Tim es 
argued that:

The troubles are certainly the latest manifestation of that youthful 
ruffianism ... which has variously expressed itself in raids on post 
offices, the wrecking of cinem as and cafes, and gang clashes and 
stabbings. West Indians and other coloured residents, neither better nor 
worse than  their white neighbours, but certainly different, are the latest 
“novelty" target for gangs out for trouble. 26

In his artic le , M allalieu (1959) explained the  d isorders in  th e  following 
terms:

Clearly there is tinder here waiting for a spark; and, since a few of the 
later West Indian arrivals have been the worst riff-raff from Barbados, it 
is not surprising th a t there should be clashes between them and such 
white riff-raff as had already battened on the place.

S uch  a rg u m en ts  ten d ed  to exp lain  the events in  term s of th e  incivility of 
those involved. O ften it w as suggested  th a t the b lack  m igrants’ lifestyle 
a n d  living co n d itio n s  led to  te n s io n s  betw een them selves an d  th e  
ind igenous com m unity , som e of w hom  responded  in  a  violent way. 
Reference w as m ade, for exam ple, to the  involvement of the  m igrants in 
‘pimping*, d rug  dealing, an d  illegal drinking clubs, as  discussed fu rther in 
the  next section. As w ith  o ther them es in  the debates about the  disorders, 
su ch  concerns w ere evident p rio r to the  events of Nottingham and  Notting 
Hill,27 a lth o u g h  th e  Jo in t-U n d er Secretary of S tate  for the  Home Office 
s ta ted  in  April 1958 th a t  C om m onw ealth  im m igrants were no t over­
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involved in  c rim in a l b e h a v io u r com pared  to o ther sec tio n s  of th e  
population.2 ®

The politicians an d  com m entators who focused on the law lessness of those 
involved in  th e  disorders p roduced  a  reassuring  explanation of the  events 
which located th e  problem  in  th e  d isreputable areas of the cities, inhabited  
by culpable ‘ru ffians’. The b lack  a n d  w hite partic ipan ts w ere blam ed in 
equal m easu re  a s  bo th  w ere condem ned as  uncivilised an d  problem atic. 
Often, though , th e  p a rtic ip a n ts  w ere regarded a s  victims of th e ir social 
s itu a tio n  or cu ltu re . T hose y o u th s  im prisoned following th e ir  ‘nigger 
h un ting ’ in  N otting Hill, for exam ple, were occasionally po rtrayed  as 
im pressionable individuals who w ere sw ept along by the  circum stances in 
which they  lived. A lthough th e  ju d g e  who sentenced them  suggested th a t 
‘it was you m en  w ho s ta rted  th e  whole of th is violence in  Notting Hill’,29 
MPs p lead ing  for len iency  in  th e ir  case  tended  to p o rtray  th em  as  
u n ed u ca ted  a n d  unciv ilised  y o u th s  w ho sh o u ld  no t be so severely 
punished for th e ir u n d erstan d ab le , though  unacceptable, behaviour. The 
MP rep resen ting  th e  co n stitu en cy  w here the m ost of th e  y o u th s  lived, 
F rank Tom ney (H am m ersm ith  North) argued  in  the Com m ons th a t  the 
background in  w hich they h ad  been  b rought-up  should no t be  forgotten:

In these circumstances, among people who have been reared in working- 
class districts, one gets a slow simmering to boiling point ... finally 
erupting in the mob violence that the judge punished very severely. I am 
the last to decry the ability, the impartiality and fairness of our judges 
but ... it is impossible ... for a m an to divorce himself from his 
environment, his emotions, his upbringing, and his passions.

Similar a rgum en ts  were m ade a b o u t th e  black people who, a lthough  the 
subjects of th e  violence, w ere regarded a s  culpable by dint of their lifestyle 
and  behaviour. The playing of loud m usic  late a t  night, for example, w as 
reported in  th e  p re ss  a s  cau s in g  social ten sio n s .31 The Com m onw ealth 
m igrants were often portrayed  a s  th o u g h  compromised by the ir changed 
social se ttin g  — one liberal a rg u m e n t held th a t  they w ere acting  in  a  
m anner ‘n a tu ra l’ in  th e ir  ow n environm ent b u t ou t of p lace in  B ritish  
cities. W ickenden (1958: 20) a rg u ed  th a t  friction arising  from cu ltu ra l 
differences betw een b lack  m ig ran ts  an d  the  indigenous w hite population 
contributed tow ards th e  disorder:
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Although the West Indian thinks of himself in a certain sense as British, 
his customs and basic assumptions are radically different from those of 
England. He has been used in the Caribbean to living a great deal in the 
open air; doors are seldom closed in the West Indies; anyone may walk 
into a neighbour’s house; privacy is little known and not much wanted.
In England, because of the climate, doors are kept shut and an 
Englishman’s house is his castle. There are still strong Puritan elements 
in the English character and to a West Indian the English will seem 
staid, reserved and prudish.

C ontradictory argum en ts  abou t w ho was responsible for the disorders are 
evident, however. W hilst several reports  blam ed the b lack  population, to 
som e extent, th is  w as n o t a  un iversal response. Welfare and  charitable 
groups were estab lished  to help th e  m igrants ‘in tegrate’ into society and  
the  Chief C onstable of N ottingham  praised  the actions of the im m igrants, 
saying ‘the coloured people behave in  a  m ost exemplary way by keeping 
ou t of the  way. Indeed they  w ere a n  exam ple to som e of o u r rougher 
elem ents’. ^  E ven  th e  com m on su g g estio n  th a t th e  w hite y o u th s  
im prisoned after the  events in  N otting Hill were victims of their deprived 
environm ent w as no t w ithout contradiction. All of the youths h ad  jobs and 
th e ir  em ployers kep t th e ir  positions vacan t during th e ir  im prisonm ent. 
Jacobson  (1958) suggested th a t th e  you ths were well-paid and  came from 
‘good hom es’.

A lthough resp o n sib ility  w as n o t p laced  definitively on one group or 
an o th e r for th e  violence, all of th e se  cu ltu ra l explanations suggested a  
certain  inevitability to th e  disorders. They were predicated upon the notion 
th a t  an tip a th y  an d  susp ic ion  w ere inevitable between people of different 
‘races’, and  th a t  crim inality  and  ‘anti-social’ behaviour exacerbated such  
problem s. As w as evident in  the  reactions to the  disorders of 1919, such  
‘n a tu ra l’ differences w ere regarded a s  especially problematic in  the context 
of u rb a n  a reas  w ith populations ‘b rough t up  in an  atm osphere and  in  a  
district w here ju stice  is swift’.33

Pimping, sex, and ’silly girls'
A key fea tu re  of th e  a rg u m en ts  ab o u t th e  problem s th a t the  ‘riff ra ff 
m igrants were causing  in  B ritish cities referred to sexual relations. As was
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th e  case in  1919, it w as tak en  for granted th a t ‘sexual jealousy — the sight 
of coloured m en w alking along w ith w hite women’34 was a  central cause of 
th e  grievances of th e  w hite m en. A fu rth er parallel w ith the  earlier case 
s tudy  w as th e  m an n er in  w hich white women were occasionally blam ed for 
aggravating the  in secu rities  of w hite m en. J u s t  a s  the Liverpool Courier 
explained th a t, in  1919, th e re  were ‘w om en in  Liverpool w ith  no self- 
respect’, th e  p ress  rep o rts  of th e  d isorders in 1958-59 also  som etim es 
drew a tten tion  to th e  behaviour of local women. One interviewee attribu ted  
th e  d istu rbances in  N ottingham  to the  fact that:

There’s a lot of jealousy caused by white girls — usually rather 
undesirable characters, silly teenagers with no moral standards — 
setting out to attract coloured m e n .  35

Once again, the  actions of th e  white m en involved in  violent a ttacks could 
be rationalised  a n d  explained — if no t actually  condoned. Relationships 
betw een sexually th rea ten in g  black  m en and  im m oral white women were 
regarded a s  an  obvious provocation. A Gallup Poll conducted in December 
1958 revealed  th e  is su e s  th a t  concerned  w hite people ab o u t b lack  
m ig ra tio n . W h ereas  37  p e r  cen t ex p ressed  co n cern  a b o u t th e  
unem ploym ent s itua tion , an d  54 per cen t about housing conditions, the  
m ost com m only identified  ‘problem ’, a t  71 per cent, w as ‘in te r-rac ia l’ 
m arriage  (G lass, 1960: 247). P ilk ington (1988: 92) suggested  th a t  
‘disapproval of m iscegenation w as rife a t  all levels of British society’ and  he 
ind icated  th e  role th a t  som e sc ien tis ts  and  academ ics played in  th is  
concern:

As late as 1963, for instance. Dr Ernest Claxton, Assistant Secretary to 
the British Medical Association, asserted that chastity should be 
enforced among black people in Britain in order to minimise the risk of 
producing children of mixed blood which he thought was becoming an 
increasing problem. Another medic, Dr Bertram, fellow of St John’s 
College Cambridge and a member of the Eugenics Society, wrote in 1958, 
ju st before the riots, that when a community dominated by one race is 
invaded by a small number of men of a different race those men tend to 
mate with women of inferior social and biological standing, thus limiting 
the prospects of their offspring.
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Unlike th e  position  in  1919, however, there also allegations of a  m ore 
s in is te r  th re a t  to  w om en from  th e  black  m igran ts. Some of th e  key 
proponents of im m igration control argued th a t Commonwealth m igrants 
w ere d isp roportionate ly  involved in  ‘pim ping’. Parliam entary  questions 
were asked  ab o u t the  n u m b er of convictions for living on immoral earnings 
passed  on  th o se  from  W est Africa, th e  West Indies, M alta, and C yprus.36 
Cyril O sborne sug g ested  th a t  crim e w as th e  second m ost significant 
problem  th a t  th e  m igran ts caused, after unem ploym ent, and  th a t th e  two 
m ain  form s of crim e w ere d rug  trafficking and  pim ping .37 A lthough she 
s tressed  th a t th e  problem  w as limited, the U nder-Secretary of S ta te  a t  the 
Home Office w as moved to  claim  th a t  ‘...certain types of im m igrant possess 
a  propensity  to live off th e  im m oral earnings of women’.38 The power of 
stereotypes ab o u t sexual relations between black m en an d  white women 
w as su c h  th a t  one b lack  m an  residen t in Notting Hill during the  postw ar 
era reportedly  rem arked  th a t  ‘if I w as seen walking down the s tree t w ith 
the  Q ueen  of E ng land , people w ould a ssu m e  sh e  w as a p ro s titu te ’ 
(Pilkington, 1996: 13).

So it seem s th a t  som e of th e  vague an d  rather non-specific fears abou t the 
effects b lack  m igran ts m ight have on  the social fabric of the com m unity 
crystallised a ro u n d  w ell-estab lished  stereotypes of th e  b lack m an  a s  a  
sexual th re a t .39 W hilst th is  concern w as rarely expressed in term s of the 
biological im pact th is  m ay have on fu ture  generations of the ‘race’, as it 
had  been  in  1919, it w as still regarded  as  problem atic and  a n  obvious 
source of ten sio n . The th re a t w as also explicitly crim inalised in  th is  
context. W hereas th e  sa m e  ‘p rob lem ’ of sexual re la tions h ad  been  
identified in  1919, in  th e  la te  1950s it had  become m ore serious in  as 
m uch a s  it w as characterised  by the  coercive crime of pimping.

Liberal, charitable, and community groups
M uch of th e  recen t lite ra tu re  d iscussing  the disorders of 1958-59 ignores 
a n  im p o rtan t a n d  in te re s tin g  k in d  of re sp o n se  w hich  involved the  
estab lishm ent of vo lun tary  groups intending to promote ‘racial tolerance’ 
and  in teg ra tion  (Fryer, 1984; Miles, 1984; Pilkington, 1988; Solomos, 
1993). O n th e  surface, it ap p ears  th a t  these initiatives were based  upon 
different assu m p tio n s  to those  im plied in m any of the argum ents above, 
because they were m ore sym pathetic to the position of the black victims of 
the  d is tu rb an ces . S u c h  in itia tives were reinforced by the s ta tem en ts  
condem ning rac ia l d iscrim ination  th a t were issued  by various bodies,
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in c lu d in g  th e  L ab o u r P arty , th e  B ritish  C ouncil of C hurches, th e  
Conservative Com m onw ealth Council. The ‘Keep B ritain Tolerant’ (Glass, 
1960) groups varied  in  their m em bership and  longevity, with m any of them  
apparently  fad ing  a s  soon a s  th e  initial violence waned. The local authority  
for the  N otting Hill a rea  appoin ted  a  black social w orker and  th e  Mayor 
estab lished  a  ‘R acial In tegration  Co-ordinating Committee’ consisting of 
rep resen ta tives of various local organisations and  m em bers of th e  public 
w ith  ‘th e  g en era l, ra th e r  vague purpose  of prom oting harm ony in  the  
borough’ (Glass, 1960: 195). As a  direct resu lt of the disorders, the  British- 
C aribbean A ssociation  w as estab lished  in order to develop ‘friendship and  
un d erstan d in g ’ betw een the  peoples of the Caribbean and  Britain.

Although ap p aren tly  divergent from the more common argum ents outlined 
in  earlier sec tio n s , th e  operations of these  groups were based  upon  a  
sim ilar m odel of ‘race  relations’ w hich assum ed th a t racial discrim ination 
w as a  ‘real* p h en o m en o n  — a ris in g  from  c u ltu ra l differences and  
m isu n d erstan d in g . E ducational initiatives, in  the  b roadest sense, could 
enlighten th o se  sections of th e  w hite population whose ignorance led to 
an tip a th y  to w ard s  ‘s tran g e rs ’. Forty  years la te r m any of the  initiatives 
seem  naive a n d  pa tron ising  to all concerned and  they certainly failed to 
consider th e  s tru c tu ra l and  ideological n a tu re  of racism . O ther objections 
were ra ised  a t  th e  tim e. M alik (1968: 79) recalled w ith some incredulity  
how:

As a result of the trouble, Notting Hill gained official recognition as a 
problem area and sociologists, professional and amateur, began to flood 
the area, together with their cohorts of students, titled ladies and do- 
gooding young middle-aged women. They literally came in droves — all of 
them terribly well-intentioned, quite clueless and full of questions. They 
all wanted to do something for the poor, unfortunate residents of Notting 
Hill and they were desperate to meet us.

The objections ra ised  by  o thers  assum ed  th a t the initiatives would be 
unlikely to succeed . G lass (1960: 197) cited an  interview with Councillor 
Olive Wilson, reported  in  the  K ensington N ew s on 30 October 1958. Under 
th e  h ead lin e  WILL TOO MANY DO-GOODERS PAVE THE PATH TO 
NOTTING HELL?, W ilson argued  th a t the various bodies th a t h ad  been 
formed were ‘bedevilling’ the  situation:
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It’s time somebody realised th a t the ordinary decent coloured working 
folk don’t  want to go to meetings and sit on committees; they want to 
lead ordinary lives and forget they are coloured [emphasis in Glass].

In  m any respects , th e  notion  th a t  ethnicity can be forgotten, a s  expressed 
by Wilson, reflects th e  b ro ad er assu m p tio n  m ade by the  assim ilationist 
groups. As w as n o ted  in  re la tion  to th e  debates ab o u t immigration, these 
liberal d iscourses a ssu m e  th a t  racism  is a  given phenom ena, based upon  
real biological an d  cu ltu ra l differences between the  ‘races’. By equating it 
to individual ignorance, b ro ad er s tru c tu ra l or ideological dim ensions of 
racism, a re  m arginalised, a  criticism  already noted in  C hapter One.

Conclusion

The reac tions to th e  d iso rders  of 1958-59 clearly involved a  racialised 
co n stru c tio n  of th e  c au se s  of th e  events. As th e  firs t fea tu re  of the  
racialisation problem atic outlined  in  C hapter One suggests, th is  does not 
m ean th a t  th e re  w ere no problem s arising  from a  h o using  shortage or 
unem ploym ent. S u c h  problem s undoubted ly  did exist b u t  th e  racialised 
construction m ean t th a t  they  were understood through a  framework which 
assum ed th a t  they  w ere exacerbated, if no t actually caused , by m igrants 
from th e  C arib b ean . The lobby for im m igration contro l, w hich w as 
stim ulated  by, b u t did no t a rise  from, th ese  disorders, w as based  on the  
assum ption  th a t rac ia l prejudice was a  ‘n a tu ra l’ response by white people 
w hen faced w ith  new  a n d  different groups arriving in  their localities. This 
view is b a se d  on  th e  p rem ise  th a t  a  ‘m ultiracial’ society is inherently  
problem atic. As w ith  m any responses to the  disorders in  1919, 1936 and  
1985, underlying th e  reactions in  1958 was, an  understand ing  of a  British 
national ch arac te r a n d  h isto ry  w hich em phasised trad itions of tolerance, 
obedience to the  law, an d  resp ec t for law  and  order. The m igrants from the 
C om m onw ealth  w ere  co n sid e red  problem atic b ecau se  they  were n o t 
considered  to s h a re  th e se  ch a rac te ris tic s , and  so w ere ou tside  of the  
tolerant B ritish  com m unity  (Holmes, 1991). The idea th a t B ritish  political 
cu ltu re  w as in h eren tly  to le ran t h as  been  identified in  th e  previous two 
case s tu d ie s  d iscu ssed  in  th is  thesis  an d  th is factor dem onstra tes the  
fourth  a sp e c t of th e  racia lisa tion  problem atic, w hich is th a t  ideas about 
‘race’ a r ticu la te  w ith  o ther them es. The precedents for th is  articu lation
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also illu stra te  th e  second  asp ec t of the  racialisation problem atic w hich is 
th a t debates in  an y  one period refer to historically prevalent discourse.

The reactions also  drew  u p o n  negative counter positions of ‘race relations’ 
in  o ther coun tries, m o st no tably  in  th is  case, the  USA. Parallels betw een 
B ritain and  o th er coun tries  were often draw n in  response to the  disorders 
in  N ottingham  a n d  N otting Hill. J u s t  as  the ‘mugging’ panic of th e  early 
1970s (Hall e t aJU 1978) occurred  in  the shadow  of developm ents in  th e  
‘ghettos’ of US cities, so  th e  events of 1958-59 were considered a s  a n  
aberration  from  th e  B ritish  trad ition . The historical precedents for in ter­
ethnic an d  religious violence (Pearson, 1983; Fryer, 1984; Panayi, 1993) 
were forgotten by those  who suggested th a t su ch  things did no t happen  in  
Britain. W hilst th e  E conom ist accepted th a t it w as mythical to suggest th a t 
the English w ere unexceptionally  welcoming to ‘strangers’, it argued that:

they have had two great saving graces. One is that they tend to be easy­
going in their prejudices; they are often xenophobic in word but only 
seldom in deed. The other is that, generally, they are law-abiding; they 
do not press their prejudices with the knife or the boot. The appalling 
feature of the recent disorders first in Nottingham and then in the so- 
called Notting Hill district of London is that they have shown what can 
happen in this land of the free where these natural, national restraints 
are off4® [emphasis added].

This acco u n t reflec ts  m an y  of th e  d im ensions of views of ‘th e  B ritish  
character’ w hich w ere considered in  C hapter Three, suggesting th a t  th is  
h ad  been  a  m ajo r b u lw ark  ag a in s t fascism  an d  anti-Sem itism . These, 
highly contestable, n a tio n a l ‘saving graces’ were frequently contrasted w ith  
the  position in  o th e r  co un tries. O sborne’s reference to events in  Little 
Rock, A rkansas, cited  earlier, were echoed in  the press. In N ottingham ’s  
S u n d a y E vening N ew s ,41 for exam ple, a  generally sym pathetic  a rtic le  
portraying th e  v ictim isation  of the  black  population w as carried b en ea th  a  
photograph of violent scenes from th e  USA, w ith the caption IT MUST NOT 
HAPPEN HERE! The T im es  carried  several reports of the  reactions to th e  
d iso rders  from  R h o d es ia  a n d  S o u th  Africa w hich included  s a lu ta ry  
w arnings th a t B rita in , too, h ad  a  ‘colour problem ’.42 S uch  com parisons 
contribute to th e  p a rtic u la r  context in  w hich the disorders in N ottingham  
an d  N otting Hill o ccu rred  and , a s  the first aspect of the  rac ia lisa tio n
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problem atic suggests , a re  v ita l to  a  full understand ing  of how ideas abou t 
‘race’ were u sed  to explain  th e  u n re s t.

The link  betw een th e  d iso rd e rs  a n d  th e  subsequen t dem ands to restric t 
im m igration w as considered  earlie r. T he racialisation of im m igration th a t 
continued  th ro u g h  th e  la te  195 0 s, a n d  in to  the 1960s and  beyond, w as 
based  u p o n  a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a t  ‘good race relations’ could only occur 
w ith restric ted  m igration . T h is  w as  regarded  as  the liberal alternative to 
th e  ap a rth e id  an d  seg reg a tio n  p ra c tise d  elsewhere, and  assu m ed  th a t  
racism  an d  p re jud ice  w ere in ev itab le  occurrences w hich could only be 
m an ag ed  if  th e  n u m b e rs  o f n o n -in d ig e n o u s  ‘ra c e s ’ w ere carefully  
controlled. C ontradictorily , th i s  p rob lem  w as no t a n  issue  w hen white 
British im perialists m igrated a ro u n d  th e  globe.

The socio-econom ic issu e s  w ere  in te rp re ted  through a  racialised account 
w hich effectively b lam ed  th e  m ig ra n ts  for exacerbating th e  housing  and  
unem ploym ent problem s. T h e se  a rg u m e n ts  often appeared  confused, as  
they  su g g ested  th a t  th e  m ig ra n ts  w ere  causing  unem ploym ent an d  
housing  sho rtag es  a n d  y e t re p re s e n te d  a  significant d ra in  on  national 
a ss is tan ce  a n d  occup ied  a cco m m o d a tio n  of su c h  poor quality  th a t  it 
caused a  n u isance  to ne ig h b o u rs. As th e  th ird  feature of the  critical realist 
problem atic con tends, ra c ia lisa tio n  is a n  inconsisten t and  contradictory 
process. Pilkington rem ark ed  (1988) u p o n  the  illogical n a tu re  of m any of 
the a ttitu d es  expressed  by th e  m ed ia  a n d  white residents of Notting Hill. 
He r e p o r te d  s e v e r a l  s u c h  p e r c e p t io n s  a b o u t  th e  b la c k  
im m igrants (Pilkington, 1988: 91):

They were criticised for taking lower wages than whites, then accused of 
being flash and ostentatiously wealthy. But how could West Indians be 
both poorly paid and rich? One m an said: “They live like dirt in private 
and like kings the rest of the tim e”. Another said: “Oh well, they work for 
lower wages so they can’t  get nicked for living off prostitutes”.

As w as th e  case  w ith  th e  im m ig ra tio n  debates, th ese  a rgum en ts  also 
assu m ed  th a t  th o se  of d iffe ren t lifesty les and  cu ltu res  could no t live 
alongside one a n o th e r  w ith o u t  difficulty . This a rg u m en t w as well- 
expressed in  a  s ta te m e n t is s u e d  by th e  Labour Party  (1958: 4) w hich
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a b h o rred  ‘every m a n ife s ta tio n  of rac ia l prejudice, a n d  p articu la rly  
condem ns those  in s tan ces  w hich  have recently occurred in th is  country’:

However, difficulties inevitably arise when a large number of immigrants  

settle in one place. Housing shortage, periodic unemployment, and 
differing social custom s may combine with natural strangeness to 
exaggerate community tensions [emphasis added].

This quote d raw s m any  of th e  them es together. The ‘problem’ w as caused 
n o t s im ply  by  im m ig ra n ts , b u t  r a th e r  by large n u m b ers  of them  
concentrated in  a  specific a rea  coupled w ith social problems and  a  ‘n atu ra l 
s tran g en ess’ be tw een  different peoples. As Miles (1984b: 271) observed 
th is la tte r  po in t serves to  define th e  problem  as n a tu ra l in  origin, caused 
by th e  differences betw een  ‘ra ces’. This argum ent is rem iniscent of th a t 
expressed by  th e  leader of th e  F rench  Front Nationale, J e a n  Marie Le Pen, 
in  defence of h is  an ti-im m igran t stance. Le Pen argues th a t his dislike of 
V estranger  is  n a tu ra l  a n d  no  different from th e  fact that: ‘I prefer my 
daughters to  m y nieces a n d  m y nieces to my neighbours like everyone else 
... all m en a re  th e  s a m e ’. ^  The understand ing  of racism  adopted by these 
a rgum en ts  su g g ests  th a t  it ex ists a t  th e  level of personal psychological 
prejudice — a  question  of th e  inheren t w ariness th a t h u m ans are assum ed 
to express tow ards th a t w hich  is different. This socio-biological conception 
of rac ism  h a s  b e e n  identified  in  m ore recen t B ritish  h isto ry  by B arker 
(1990).

Many of th e  th em es evident in  th e  reactions to the disorders of 1958-59 
have su b se q u e n tly  re c u rred . S u b seq u en t debates a ro u n d  th e  various 
pieces of legislation w hich  have fu rther restricted  immigration into th e  UK 
have no t moved fa r beyond th e  logic underlying argum ents in  th e  1950s. 
The assu m p tio n  th a t  ‘rac ia l ten sio n s’ are  inevitable h as  also h ad  a  long 
currency. It w as certain ly  a p p a re n t in  1919 and  has become a  key them e 
in  the  ‘new  rac ism ’ identified by B arker (1981; 1990). The understand ing  
of rac ism  w h ich  lo ca tes  it only a t  th e  level of personal ignorance or 
su sp ic io n  u n d e rp in s  m u c h  of th e  logic of m u lticu ltu ra lism , w hich 
prom otes th e  ed u ca tio n  of individuals as a  key way of reducing prejudice 
and  racial discrim ination.
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It h as  been  show n th a t  m any  of th e  racialised argum ents about the  alleged 
problem s th a t  th e  m ig ra n ts  p o sed  also h ad  gendered undertones. As 
considered in  previous ch ap te rs , th is  connection betw een ‘race’ and  sex 
en cap su la ted  ra th e r  vague th re a ts  to m orality th a t  m any appeared  to 
believe w ere posed by im m igration . W ell-established stereotypes of black  
people, an d  p articu la rly  b lack  m en, allowed th is  issu e  to becom e a  self- 
evident exp lanato ry  fram ew ork  for th e  tensions w hich led to violence. 
Sexual prom iscu ity  w as seen  a s  crucial evidence th a t black people were 
cu ltu ra lly  a n d  m orally  in ferio r to w hites, an d  th is  w as seen  a s  a  key 
indicator of th e  problem s th a t  a  ‘m ultiracial’ society would inevitably face. 
At th e  sam e tim e th a t b lack  m en  were held to be inferior to w hite m ales, 
they were a lso  considered  a  sexual th reat, in m uch the  sam e way as  w as 
described in  th e  con tex t of th e  1919 disorders. This clearly illustra tes a  
key d im ension  of th e  rac ia lisa tion  problem atic explained in C hapter One, 
w hich is th a t  racism  a r tic u la te s  w ith  o ther d iscourses, and  com bines 
contradictory an d  incom patible elem ents.

The debates o n  th e  restric tio n  of m igration from the Commonwealth also 
drew  u p o n  th e  n o tio n  th a t  B rita in  h ad  a  noble re p u ta tio n  a s  th e  
welcoming ‘m o ther coun try ’. Of cou rse  th is  repu tation  did exist and  w as 
very powerful, a s  th e  expecta tions and  testim ony of m any of those who 
arrived from  Africa a n d  th e  C aribbean  as  long ago as  1919, a s  well a s  in  
the postw ar era , ind icates. The origin of th is discourse is difficult to locate 
precisely, b u t  th e  ideology of E m pire w as certainly legitimised by it. It is 
apparen t from  personal m em oirs an d  new spaper reports that, a s  in  1919, 
th e  no tio n  th a t  B ritish  c itizen sh ip  w as of equal s ta tu s  ac ro ss  the  
C om m onw ealth w as firm ly en tren ch ed  in  the  m inds of m any of those  
m igrating to B rita in  in  th e  years a fter World W ar Two (Fiyer, 1984: 374; 
Carter, 1986: chap ter two).

The events of 1958-59 rep resen t som ething of an  epitome of o ther debates 
ab o u t ‘ra ce ’, e thn ic ity , a n d  B ritish  n a tio n a l identity . They w ere n o t 
responsible for a  fu n d am en ta l sh ift in  im m igration policy an d  m ay not, 
com pared to m ore recen t events, appear to have been particularly violent. 
They did, however, re p re se n t a  key point in the  fu rther developm ent of 
rac ia lisa tion  in  th e  p o s tw ar period, as  B ritain  moved away from th e  
Empire and  tow ards a  new  role in  Europe.
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This a n a ly s is  of th e  d iso rders in  N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in  the  late 
1950s h a s  fu rth e r illu stra ted  th e  critical realist model outlined in  Chapter 
One. E a c h  of th e  four d im ensions of th e  racialisation problematic can  be 
identified in  th e  above d iscussion . The first element draw s attention to the  
need to  co n sid e r th e  tem pora l a n d  sp a tia l context in  which ideas abou t 
‘race’ a re  form ed, in  th is  case  it  can  be  seen th a t the  relative privation 
e x p e rie n c e d  in  th e  a r e a s  c o n ce rn ed  co n trib u ted  to  th e  u n re s t .  
F urtherm ore , in stan ces  of ‘race  rio ts’ (as they were usually  labelled) in  the  
U nited  S ta te s  a n d  m ore g en e ra l co n cern s w ith  law less y o u th  also  
co n trib u ted  to  th e  specific m ilieu  in  w hich the debates outlined in  th is  
C hapter w ere  conducted. However, th e  racialisation problematic also refers 
to the  im portance  of historically  p revalent ideas abou t ‘race’, and  these too 
can  be  identified , for exam ple, in  references to B ritain  a s  a  traditionally 
peaceab le  country , th rea ten ed  by  th o se  deemed to be a t  odds w ith th is  
culture, a n d  in  argum en ts  w hich suggested that b lack m en posed a  sexual 
th rea t to  w hite  women, a  long estab lished  notion (McClintock, 1995).

In co n sis te n t an d  confused  a sp ec ts  of th e  racialisation of th e  disorders 
have b e e n  illu s tra ted  an d  explored, particularly  in  relation to the im pact 
th a t b lack  im m igran ts h ad  u p o n  socio-economic problems. This aspect of 
th e  d eb a te s  clearly reflects th e  th ird  feature  of the  critical realist model 
w hich s tre s se s  the  im portance of recognising the  m u tu a l incom patibility 
and  diversity  of racialised m yths an d  stereotypes. The articulation between 
racia lised  d iscou rse  an d  o ther issu es  h a s  been clearly illustrated  in  th is 
C h ap ter, a n d  is  th e  fo u rth  a sp ec t of th e  racialisation  model. In th is  
d iscu ssio n  it h a s  b een  show n th a t  racialised debates abou t im m igration 
com bined w ith  concerns ab o u t gender roles and the  supposed law lessness 
of relatively new  y o u th  su b cu ltu re s . Given the range of issues evident in  
debates  following th e  u n re s t  in  1958-59 , the critical rea lis t model of 
racia lisa tion  allows for th is  diversity of factors to be fully considered.
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Chapter Five: Broadwater Farm, October 1985 
‘This is not England’

Introduction

The d iso rd e rs  w h ic h  o c c u rred  a t  th e  B roadw ater F arm  esta te , in  
T ottenham , n o r th  London, in  O ctober 1985 represen ted  a  landm ark  in  
B ritain’s  h isto ry  of u rb a n  u n rest. Not only did they resu lt in  the  m urder of 
PC K eith B lakelock — w hose killers rem ain  a t large — b u t they were also 
th e  first tim e th a t  p lastic  bu lle ts  w ere deployed (although no t used) during 
public d iso rd er o n  th e  B ritish  m ain land. The scenes took place during an  
era  in  w h ich  m an y  B ritish  cities h ad  experienced violent unrest. In  h is 
report in to  th e  Brixton d isorders of 1981, Lord Scarm an (1981: 1.2) told of 
th e  ‘h o rro r  a n d  in cred u lity ’ w ith  w hich th e  public responded to events 
rarely experienced  in  postw ar B ritain . By au tu m n  1985, however, scenes 
of violent confron ta tion  betw een th e  public and  the  police were relatively 
fam iliar im ages of u rb a n  B rita in  (see Benyon an d  Solomos, 1987), and  
racia lised  a rg u m en ts  could  be em ployed to explain the  events. It seem s 
clear th a t  th e  ra c is t c rim inalisa tion  of th e  b lack  com m unity served to 
simplify th e  com plex s to ry  of th e  Broadw ater Farm  disorders. The notion 
th a t th e se  w ere sim ply ‘law  an d  order’ events relied on th is  racialisation 
an d  m e a n t th a t  m ore difficult a n d  fundam ental questions about th e  role 
a n d  fu n c tio n  o f po lic ing , s tr u c tu r a l  socio-econom ic issu es , an d  
in stitu tional racism , could be down-played by m any com m entators.

T his C h a p te r  iden tifies a  n u m b e r of them es evident in  m uch  of th e  
reac tions of th e  m edia, po litic ians, and  police to th e  Broadw ater Farm  
d isorders. T hese include th e  dom inance of th e  law an d  order paradigm , 
th e  rac ia lisa tio n  of th e  cau ses  of th e  disorder, and  the  ‘dem onisation’ of 
B roadw ater Farm . It is  suggested  th a t  previous academ ic explanations of 
th e  p ro cess  of ra c ia lisa tio n  have n o t paid  sufficient a tten tio n  to  th e  
different stereotypes applied  to b lack  m en com pared to b lack women. It is 
argued  th a t  w h ils t cu ltu ra lly -b ased  rac ist explanations dem arked black  
people p e r  s e  a s  s e p a ra te  an d  inheren tly  different to  the  m ainstream  
p o p u la tion , th e se  a rg u m e n ts  w ere applied differently to m en th a n  to 
wom en. In  conclusion , it is argued  th a t the  racialisation of these events 
can  only be  u n d ers to o d  in  te rm s of the broader context of Thatcherism . 
The coded d iscu ssio n  of ‘race’ in  relation to u rb an  u n rest is typical of the



Broadwater Farm, October 1985

‘new  racism* a n d  th e  in c id en ts  of civil d istu rbances allowed dom inant 
them es in  New Right d isco u rse  to converge. However, it is equally clear 
th a t th e  d isco u rse  su rro u n d in g  these  events drew  upon  an d  expounded 
o ther racialised  them es w hich  have been  apparen t in  various contexts for 
m any decades. Indeed, som e them es already discussed in  relation to other 
case s tu d ie s  re-em erge in  a n  analysis of the  coverage of th e  Broadw ater 
F arm  d iso rd ers . Before em b ark in g  on  th is  d iscussion , however, it  is 
necessary  to outline in  b rie f th e  events themselves.

Background and context

The u n re s t  w h ich  o ccu rred  in  T o ttenham  on 6 O ctober 1985 can  be 
understood  b o th  a s  a  specific event in  itself and  a s  part of a  broader series 
of d isorders in  B rita in  du rin g  the  1980s. Relations between the  local police 
and  th e  people of B roadw ater Farm  w ere central to w hat happened. The 
broadly cordial re la tions w hich  apparently  existed between senior officers 
in  th e  local division an d  com m unity  organ isations on th e  es ta te  were 
u n d erm in ed  by th e  activ ities  of non-local policing u n its , su c h  a s  the  
Special Patro l G roup, a n d  b y  th e  fast tu rnover of personnel policing the 
esta te  (Gifford, 1986: ch ap te r 3). F u rth er im portan t factors specific to the 
local context of B roadw ater F arm  included the  role and  repu ta tion  of the 
Broadw ater F arm  Y outh A ssociation an d  the  characterisation  of the estate 
in  the local m edia.

In  o ther regards, though, it is  h a rd  to u n d erstan d  the disorders ap art from 
th e  h isto ry  of re la tio n s  betw een  m inority  e thn ic  groups a n d  the  police 
elsew here in  London a n d  bey o n d .1 The im m ediate event th a t  led to the 
disorders w as the  d ea th  of a  local woman, Cynthia Ja rre tt, during a  police 
search  of h e r hom e. This d e a th  w as in terpreted  by m any local people both  
as  a n  ind ication  of th e  deterio rating  relations betw een the  police an d  the 
people of T ottenham  an d  in  th e  context of other controversial incidents, in  
w hich m em bers of th e  p u b lic  were killed or seriously  in ju red  by  the  
police.2 T he B ro ad w ate r F a rm  Y outh  A ssociation, a n d  o th e r local 
organisations, explained th e  ‘uprising’ in  these term s, arguing th a t ‘during 
the  su m m er of 1985 th e  people of th e  Farm  ... came u n d e r increasing 
police p re ssu re ’ (BFYA e t a l  1987: 8). The C hair of the Haringey Police 
Committee, Councillor S tep h en  Baneiji, suggested th a t a  range of factors 
had  a  deleterious im pact on  relations between local people and  the police:
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I’m talking about a stop and search operation, raids on people’s houses, 
picking up people in the street, stopping black youths and asking them 
to empty their bags and  empty their pockets on Tottenham High Road, 
that kind of thing was going on. 3

In th e  ligh t o f d is tu rb a n c e s  a t  H andsw orth  an d  Brixton, police in  
Tottenham  h a d  m ade p rep ara tio n s  in  case of unrest. As is explained later, 
local divisional leaders h a d  devised contingency plans to deploy officers in  
su ch  a n  event. The im p ac t of expectations of disorder on events a s  they 
subsequen tly  unfo lded  w as evident in  the d iscussion  in  Chapter Four of 
d istu rbances in  N ottingham  in  1958. If some police officers and  sections of 
the  public  a n tic ip a te  th a t  d iso rd er is likely to occur th is  m ay be  one 
reason  why relatively ro u tin e  con tac ts  betw een police officers and  sm all 
groups or ind iv iduals  e sca la te  in to  m ore u n u su a l inciden ts of disorder. 
The context of an tic ip a ted  u n re s t m eans th a t relatively innocuous events 
m ay assu m e catalytic d im ensions (Waddington e ta l  1989). Gifford (1986: 
62) reported  th a t  th e  police h ad  w arned  Dolly Kiffin, chairwom an of the 
B roadw ater F a rm  Y o u th  A ssociation , in  advance th a t  there  m ight be 
disorder on th e  esta te . To som e ex ten t th is w arning arose from relatively 
sm all-scale co n fro n ta tio n s  betw een local people and  police officers in  the 
period lead ing  u p  to th e  u n re s t. In Septem ber 1985, for example, two 
hom e bea t police officers w ere forced off the esta te  un d er a  hail of missiles 
after being th re a te n e d  b y  y o u th s .4 Events elsewhere in  th e  country were 
also regarded a s  w arn ings of fu tu re  disorder in  Tottenham . A M etropolitan 
Police repo rt p re se n te d  to  th e  H aringey Police Com m unity Consultative 
Group suggested  th a t  d iso rders in  Brixton and  H andsw orth had  increased 
the  expectations th a t  police h ad  of d isorder a t B roadw ater Farm  {police 
Review , 1986a).

W hatever th e  in f lu e n c e  of ev en ts  elsew here, th e  ca ta ly s t for th e  
d is tu rb an ces  in  T o tte n h a m  w as a  p a rtic u la r  event w hich illu stra ted  
tensions betw een  th e  police an d  local b lack people. Officers had  arrested  
Floyd J a rre tt ,  C yn th ia’s  son , on suspicion  of m otor vehicle offences and, 
acting on a n  u n specified  ‘tip-off, decided to search  h e r house for stolen 
property. Gifford (1986: 70-73) records the  claim s an d  counter-claim s 
about the legality of th e  police search  and  reflects the doubt as to w hether 
the officers o b ta ined  a  w a rra n t before the event. The exact circum stances 
of C ynth ia  J a r r e t t ’s  d e a th  w ere also  con tested  — th e  police officers 
search ing  th e  p rem ise s  ad m itted  th a t  she  collapsed w hilst they  were
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p resen t a n d  in sis ted  th a t  they  offered all the assis tance  they  could. The 
J a r re tt  family, on  th e  o ther h an d , m aintained th a t the officers pushed  her 
over, th u s  p recip ita ting  h er dea th , and  only offered to help a t  a  late stage. 
W hichever acco u n t w as accurate , C ynthia Ja rre tt w as certified dead w hen 
sh e  arrived a t N orth M iddlesex hospital. The ju ry  a t th e  Coroner’s Inquiry 
re tu rned  a  verdict of accidental dea th  (Gifford, 1986: 80).

The following m orning, S unday  6 October 1985, a  dem onstration was held 
ou tside  th e  local police s ta tio n  in  T ottenham  High Road, w hich w as 
roughly eq u id is tan t betw een th e  B roadw ater Farm  esta te  an d  th e  J a r re tt  
hom e in  T horpe Road. A lthough the  dem onstration  w as noisy and  angry 
m ost m edia repo rts  agree th a t it w as predom inantly orderly (Gifford, 1986: 
92) and  th e  B roadw ater Farm  Y outh Association argued th a t ‘the  people of 
T o tten h am  w an ted  to  exercise th e ir  righ ts to dem onstra te  peacefully’ 
(BFYA e t cd, 1987: 8). M eetings betw een councillors, council officers, 
com m unity  leaders, a n d  th e  public  w ere held during  the  afternoon of 6 
O ctober to express grief an d  anger and  to register concern a n d  criticism  
ab o u t th e  local police. At one s u c h  m eeting, th e  counsel of estab lished  
com m unity  lead ers, s u c h  a s  C ouncillor B em ie G rant, th a t  grievances 
should  be expressed  th ro u g h  conventional political channels, w as rejected 
by  the aud ience  who preferred to  re tu rn  to the police sta tion  for a  second 
dem onstration.

It w as a ro u n d  th is  tim e, la te  in  th e  afternoon of 6 October, th a t pre- 
established  police p lan s  to respond  to disorder on Broadw ater Farm  were 
activated , a lth o u g h  th ey  cou ld  n o t b e  fully im plem ented  a s  events 
escalated quickly. Police vans contain ing officers w ith  riot equipm ent were 
se n t to th e  e s ta te  w here, th e  M etropolitan Police (1986) claim ed,5 they  
w ere confron ted  b y  y o u th s  th row ing  bottles a n d  estab lish ing  blazing 
barricades a t  th e  four vehicle access points to the estate. These barricades 
effectively p reven ted  th e  police from  entering the  esta te  — w hich m ean t 
th a t  all th ey  could  achieve w as to seal-off th e  a rea  and  con ta in  the  
disorder w ithin.

D uring th e  nex t few h o u rs  th e  police could do little more th a n  m ain tain  
th is  con ta inm ent approach . The physical design of the  estate, w ith raised 
walkways linking th e  tow er blocks together, was su ch  th a t any  attem pt by 
officers to en te r  th e  a re a  would have left them  vulnerable to a ttack  from
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above. T h is  a s p e c t  fu r th e r  i l lu s tra te s  W addington  e t aVs, (1989) 
acknow ledgem ent th a t  th e  physical environm ent plays a  constitutive part 
in  any inciden t of d isorder. A senior local police officer also referred to the 
m aterial s tru c tu re  of th e  e s ta te  in  h is  analysis of the disorders:

It’s dangerous in as m uch as it is designed for crime. In 1970, it was 
architecturally given an award, in 1985 it’s a disaster, in my view. It is a 
rabbit warren, there are walkways, there are many roadways, there are 
inter-linking hidden corridors and it’s a trap. 6

It was an  o u tb reak  of fire in  one of th e  tower blocks, Tangmere, th a t drew 
flre-fighters on to  th e  e s ta te , p ro tec ted  by a  group of police officers. 
However, b o th  g ro u p s  w ere  a tta c k e d  an d  PC K eith B lakelock w as 
m urdered a s  he  a ttem p ted  to  flee w ith  h is colleagues. A nother apparently 
new  fea tu re  of th e se  d iso rders, in  co n trast to o thers in  th e  h istory  of 
m ainland B ritain , w as th e  u se  of gu n s against th e  police.7 Media accounts 
often conveyed a  se n se  th a t  th e  even ts represen ted  th e  m ost serious 
incident of d isorder du rin g  th e  period. The Guardian, for example, referred 
to the  u n re s t  a s  th e  ‘u g liest in c id en t so far in  B ritain’s  wave of racial 
disorder’,8 w h ilst th e  D aily E xpress labelled th e  events a s  ‘B ritain’s m ost 
horrific race rio t’.9

References to ‘race ’ in  descrip tions an d  explanations of th e  disorder, as 
m ade in  b o th  th e  above exam ples, is d iscussed in  more detail later in  this 
Chapter, b u t  new spaper repo rts  do convey a  sense  of th e  in tensity  of the 
violence. The D aily Mail, for example, reported that:

Around 500 policemen in riot gear were fighting pitched battles in the 
streets of Tottenham against mobs attacking them with petrol bombs, 
bottles, bricks, lumps of concrete — and guns. The mobs set cars and 
buildings on fire and set up street b a r r i c a d e s . ^

The Daily Mirror rep o rted  th e  experiences of several local residen ts who 
had  been trap p ed  by  th e  d isorders, an d  told how some local people had  
fled the  es ta te  u n d e r police protection. One m an described how:
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Every time the police charge the mob they are being pelted with fire 
bombs and paving slabs, some being thrown by people on the balconies 
of the flats.* *

By 10.20 p .m . th e  po lice  co m m an d er on  th e  g round  h ad  received 
perm ission from  M etropolitan  Police Com m issioner Newman to u se  baton  
rounds ag a in s t th e  crow d. It w as decided, however, th a t th e  in tensity  of 
th e  violence w as w a n in g  by  th is  tim e a n d  th e  b a tons, an d  CS gas, 
rem ained u n u sed . A lthough  th e  d istu rb an ces  appeared to have declined 
by m idnight, officers d id  n o t en te r  th e  es ta te  to ‘sweep’ it th rough  and  
m ake a rres ts  un til 4 .0 0  a .m . on 7 October. Despite the use  of guns against 
the  police, th e  m u rd e r  o f a n  officer, and  th e  deploym ent of potentially 
lethal w eapons by th e  police, the  overall level of violence against the  public 
and  dam age to th e  p h y sica l in fra s tru c tu re  of the  e s ta te  w as relatively 
minimal. The M etropolitan Police (1986: 35) recorded a  total of 346 crimes 
reported following th e  d iso rders — 67 per cent of which were assau lts  on 
the police a n d  15 p e r  c e n t crim inal dam age. By Ju n e  of 1986 351 people 
had  been  arres ted  in  connection  w ith  the disturbances, of which 147 were 
charged, 3 cau tio n ed , a n d  201 w ere the  sub jec t of ‘no fu rth e r action’ 
(Metropolitan Police, 1986: 36).

Explaining the disorders

Four m ain them es c a n  b e  identified in  the  explanations th a t were offered 
for th e  disorders in  1985 in  T ottenham . First, there were those argum ents 
w hich adopted  a  law  a n d  order perspective. Secondly, som e explanations 
racialised th e  d iso rd ers  w hile o th e r com m entators portrayed th e  entire 
e s ta te  a s  fu n d a m e n ta lly  p ro b le m a tic . Finally , th e re  w ere th o se  
explanations w hich  w ere based  a ro u n d  the  role of gender and  its  relation 
to racialisation . In  som e resp ec ts  th ese  them es are m utually  dependent 
and  closely connected.

As previously in d ica ted , th e  d iso rders  occurred during a  period w here 
incidents of public d iso rd er h ad  b een  high on the political agenda for some 
time, and  th e  ex p lan a tio n s  advanced  formed p art of the w ider debates 
abou t law an d  order, inner-c ity  deprivation, and  the position an d  role of 
black people in  B ritish  society. T he points d iscussed in  th is  C hapter do 
no t rep resen t a n  ex h au stiv e  catalogue, ra th e r  they are  the predom inant
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them es a n d  th o se  a r tic u la te d  by  a  n u m b er of key sources am ongst the  
media, politicians, a n d  th e  police.

The primacy of law and order
To a  large  ex ten t, th e  p re s s , police, and  politicians un d ersto o d  th e  
disorders prim arily  in  te rm s of th e  law an d  order issues th a t  were raised. 
Their com m on co nclusion  w a s  th a t  the  m ost im portant response w as to 
a s se r t th e  need  to  re s to re  a n d  reinforce public order — by  force w here 
necessaiy . The m a n n e r  in  w h ich  th is  dem and w as articu la ted  provided a  
good exam ple of a  p rim a iy  definition of a  news event becoming entrenched 
and  se tting  th e  ag en d a  to  w h ich  o thers  m u st respond  (Hall e t dL 1978: 
chapter 3).

Once th e  d isorders w ere co n stru c ted  in  th is  way, the  law an d  order debate 
largely dom inated su b se q u e n t d iscussions. On th e  day after the disorders 
the  M etropolitan Police Com m issioner, S ir K enneth Newman, held a  p ress  
conference a t  w hich h e  p u t ‘th e  people of London on notice’ th a t he would 
au thorise  th e  u se  of p lastic  b u lle ts  an d  CS gas in  order to  tackle fu tu re  
in stances of d isorder. The p re ss  reported  th is  claim  widely,12 and  also 
reproduced pho tographs of w eapons seized during and  after the  disorders. 
The crucial role of th is  se n io r  police officer as  a  prim aiy  definer of th e  
news agenda is evident from  su b seq u en t reports th a t the Home Secretary 
was endorsing the  decision  already  tak en  by Commissioner Newman.

A fu rther a sp ec t of th e  law  a n d  order agenda evident after the disorders 
w as a p p a ren t in  som e of th e  m edia coverage of th e  events. Com parisons 
betw een w h at h a d  o ccu rred  a t  B roadw ater Farm  and  events in N orthern 
Ireland w ere explicitly m ad e  by  som e new spapers. Newm an’s previous 
experience in  charge of th e  Royal U lster C onstabulary was often referred to 
by the  p ress  to give h is  w arn ings abou t th e  future use  of CS gas and  b a ton  
rounds greater credibility, a s  th ese  techniques h ad  been u sed  extensively 
in  N orthern  Ire lan d . T he D aily Telegraph, for example, reported  th a t  
Newman w as ‘... re a d y  to  b r in g  N orthern  Ireland riot-police tactics to 
m ainland B ritain’.14 O th e r p re s s  repo rts  also m ade explicit com parisons 
w ith  N orthern  I re lan d . T h e  D aily M a il for exam ple, r a n  an  artic le  
headlined ‘A m bush ... IRA-style’15 w hich suggested th a t th e  rioters h ad  
adopted tac tics  developed b y  te rro ris ts . The D aily Telegraph  racialised
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im ages from  th e  se c ta r ia n  T ro u b le s ’ w hen it described Broadwater Farm  
as being like ‘th e  Divis fla ts  w ith  reggae’.

Not only did th ese  co m parisons provide a  recognisable framework in  which 
the reader could u n d e rs ta n d  th e  ‘alien’ events th a t had  occurred, they also 
quickly led to  a  s im ilar s e t  o f prescrip tions. Media images of the N orthern 
Ireland conflict have ten d ed  to  po rtray  both  sides as religious fanatics ben t 
on m u tu a l destruc tion . O ften th is  portrayal has relied upon stereotypes of 
the Irish  a s  a  v io lent, q u ick -tem p ered  people driven by em otion ra th e r  
th a n  reaso n  (Curtis, 1984). T he repeated  suggestion th a t the conflict in  
N orthern  Ire lan d  is  a  re lig io u s  d isp u te  h a s  provided a  theological 
dim ension to  w h a t is  m ore  accu ra te ly  a  political and  nationalist conflict. 
J u s t  a s  th e  m a in stream  m ed ia  have rarely considered th a t the presence of 
th e  B ritish  a rm y  in  N o r th e rn  Ire lan d  m ay have h ad  som e d irect 
constitutive im pact o n  th e  problem , so the m edia coverage of Broadw ater 
Farm  gave a  relatively low  profile to  suggestions th a t the  police m ay have 
been one of th e  c a u s a l fac to rs  b eh in d  th e  disorder. Furtherm ore, the 
com parison also  led to  a  s im ila r so lution being endorsed in B roadw ater 
Farm  as  in  N o rth e rn  I re la n d  — m ore em phatic policing from  a  m ore 
powerful police force.17

As w ith  very m any  o th e r  in s ta n c e s  of disorder in  B ritish history, various 
forms of consp iracy  th eo ry  w ere p u t  forward by the p ress to explain the 
unrest. The D aily Telegraph, for instance , suggested that:

Special Branch intelligence reports indicate that a well-orchestrated 
conspiracy among Trotskyists, anarchists and other extremists is 
operating to stir up trouble in potentially volatile areas, and in some 
cases has led to riots in  inner city areas. Special Branch officers report 
that up to a dozen political activists have been spotted moving between 
Handsworth, Toxteth, Brixton, Tottenham and other areas. Their visits 
have been followed by rioting.

The D aily E xpress  *9 p u t  fo rw ard  a n  even m ore elaborate version of a  
consp iracy  th eo ry  w h ic h  su g g e s te d  th a t  th e  rio ts  were cau sed  by 
conspirators tra in ed  n o t only in  th e  Soviet Union, b u t also in th a t other 
country often vilified by  th e  p re ss  in  Britain, Libya. This story w as quickly 
exposed a s  a  h o ax  p e rp e tu a te d  by  one ‘Rocky’ Ryan — a notorious ‘con
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artist* w ho often fooled th e  p re ss . Foot (1985: 15) pointed ou t th a t the 
falsity of th e  s to ry  is, in  itself, revealing a s  Ryan’s speciality ‘is knowing 
w hat jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  ed ito rs w a n t to believe — and  then  “revealing” it to 
them*. As w ith  o th e r  a rg u m e n ts  analysed  in  th is  th esis  th e  u se  of the  
conspiracy theory  — w ith  im plications of treachery and  plots, and, in  some 
cases, the involvem ent of foreign countries — fram es the events in  term s of 
security, law  an d  order. This u n d e rs tan d in g  of the events w as also evident 
in  the E xpress  ed ito ria l of th e  sam e day, entitled ENOUGH IS ENOUGH, 
w hich reflected th e  conservative  u n d ers tan d in g  of disorder an d  denied 
socio-econom ic e x p lan a tio n s  of u n re s t. The new spaper’s position drew 
links betw een the  d is tu rb an ces  a n d  o ther developments:

The scenes of exultant rioters hurling petrol bombs and other missiles at 
helmeted police as  cars and buildings blazed was like something from 
Dante’s  Inferno ... This was criminal violence for which there was no 
excuse, no sociological explanations, no twentieth-century heart-bleeding 
cliches. It was u rb an  warfare ... in London N15 ... The softly-softly 
approach — foisted on [the country] by Scarman and left-wing police 
authorities — is not working as Brixton and now Tottenham bear 
witness. 20

The prim acy of law  a n d  order w as also  u sed  by the  governm ent to resis t 
calls for ‘a n o th e r  S c a rm a n ’ — a n o th e r  inquiry  exam ining no t only the  
policing, b u t  also  th e  social roo ts of the disorders. A lthough the  ‘original’21 
S carm an in q u iry  in to  th e  B rix ton  d iso rd ers  of 1981 advocated b e tte r 
equipm ent, tac tics , a n d  reso u rces  for th e  police, in  th is  context it w as 
Scarm an’s  em p h asis  o n  the  need  to im prove socio-economic conditions in  
the  inner cities th a t  th e  governm ent regarded as no t only unnecessary  b u t 
undesirab le . The H om e S ecre ta ry  d ism issed  social explanations of the  
disorders on th e  g ro u n d s  th a t  they  do n o t account for:

many factors all too obviously present in the particular incidents we are 
discussing. It leaves out the excitement of forming and belonging to a 
mob, the evident excitement of violence leading to the fearsome crimes 
that we have seen reported and the greed that leads to looting — not the 
looting of food shops, bu t looting that leads to the theft of television sets, 
video recorders and  other things that can be disposed of quickly. To
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explain all of these things in terms of deprivation and suffering leaves 
out some basic and ugly facts about hum an nature’.̂ 2

Given th is  identification  o f th e  problem , the Home Secretary w as able to 
reb u t opposition d em an d s  for a  public  inquiry on the grounds th a t  the  
police investigations underw ay  were sufficient.23 Attem pts to find broader 
explanations of th e  rio ts w ere condem ned as efforts to excuse the criminal 
acts w hich h ad  occurred. As Hall (1988: 75) remarked:

as soon as the *law and order* perspective prevails, all wider questions 
pale into insignificance. Anyone who raises them is immediately tarred 
with being a ‘soft do-gooder’ or — worse — a secret fellow-traveller with 
violence. Everything is concentrated on the black-and-white [sic] 
question of *who broke the law?’ [parenthesis in original].

The d isorders w ere th e  inexcusab le  re su lt of ‘hu m an  w ickedness’, as  the 
chairm an of the  Conservative Party  N orm an Tebbit a r g u e d ,  24 and  as  such  
could only be prevented by a  firm er police presence. Thom as Hobbes could 
hardly have p u t it  better.

The racialisation of the disputes
The p ress  coverage of th e  d iso rders quickly identified an d  problem atised 
the  e thn icity  of th o se  perceived to be  involved in the  d isorders. Many 
reports ta lked  a b o u t b lack  or W est Ind ian ’ youths attacking  the police as 
though th e  fact of th e ir  sk in  colour w as, in itself, a  causal explanation. 
Even those  p ap ers  w hich  did no t directly s ta te  th a t the rioters were black 
m ade only slightly  m ore su b tle  reference by claiming th a t  the  e s ta te ’s 
population w as ‘m ostly  b lack ’.25 it is tem pting to engage in  a  discussion of 
the ac tua l ethnic m ake-up  of the  crowds in an  attem pt to discover w hether 
the  new spaper rep o rts  w ere accu ra te . M ethodological difficulties aside, 
su ch  a n  exercise is n o t u n d e r ta k e n  here, since to argue against th is  
racialised  p o rtray a l of th e  d iso rd e rs  on th e  grounds th a t  significant 
num bers of w hite people w ere involved m isses the m ain point. Even if all 
of those involved in  th e  d iso rders w ere b lack th is  would no t serve as  an  
explanatory  fac to r in  itself. I t w ould be a m atter of observation or of 
description, b u t n o t of m eaning.
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Often surveys of rio ting  crow ds have tried to establish  the  ‘identikit rioter’ 
(Keith, 1993: 101) — a n  a p p ro a c h  w hich  m is tak es  co rre la tion  for 
causality . O th e r in s ta n c e s  of p ub lic  d iso rder w here the  m ajority  of 
p artic ipan ts  have s h a re d  som atic  characteristics, for example, the 1984 
‘B attle of Orgreave’ o r th e  1990 ‘Poll Tax Riots’, have not been interpreted 
through the lens of ‘ra c e ’. Of course, the  ethnicity of those involved cannot 
be  ignored, a s  if  r a c ism  w ere n o t im p o rtan t. The em phasis  in  th e  
explanations following th e  B roadw ater Farm  disorder, however, often was 
no t on racism  b u t  o n  ‘race ’. In  o th e r words, they relied upon the racialised 
notion th a t th e  c u ltu ra l proclivities of b lack  people were the crucial factor 
in  developing conflict w ith  the  police an d  wider society. The press coverage 
of th e  events w as s im plistic  in  th a t  th e  complex web of variables, w hich 
included racism , w as  red u ced  to  one p redom inan t explanatory factor: 
‘race’.

O thers moved beyond  j u s t  identifying the rio ters a s  b lack an d  explained 
why they considered ‘ra c e ’ w as a  significant aetiological variable. The Daily 
M ail for example, suggested  th a t  th e  reason  why black  people engaged in  
su c h  activ ities w as  c u ltu ra l. In  a n  ed ito rial en titled  T h e  Choice for 
B ritain’s  B lacks’, th e  p a p e r  m ade it clear w here it though t responsibility 
lay. It argued  th a t ‘B rita in ’s b lacks’ m ust:

forgo the anarchic luxury of these orgies of arson, looting and murderous 
assaults against the m en and women whose task it is to uphold the laws 
of this land or they will provoke a paramilitary reaction unknown to 
mainland Britain ... They m ust do more to discipline their young. They 
m ust find themselves community leaders who preach co-operation, not 
confrontation. They m ust encourage black recruits to join the police and 
‘swamp’ black areas with black constables on the beat; ultimately the 
only kind of community policing that is going to work. It’s up to them. 26

S im ilar a rg u m e n ts  w ere  exp o u n d ed  by voices from  the  Conservative 
backbenches. In  m an y  respects , th ese  opinions replicate those d iscussed 
in  regard to previous d isorders w here it w as suggested th a t u rb an  disorder 
w as alien  to th e  B r it ish  tra d itio n . S ir P eter Em ery, MP, argued, for 
example, th a t th e  d iso rd e rs  w ere wholly unjustifiable and  th a t ‘the  vast 
m ajority of people ex p ec t th e  p recep ts  of Anglo-Saxon behaviour to be 
m ain tained . T hese s ta n d a rd s  m u s t be m ain tained , despite w hat o ther
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ethn ic  m inorities w an t’.27 Em ery’s colleagues A nthony B eaum ont-D ark 
a n d  Jo n a th o n  Sayeed m ade sim ilar rem arks. The former con trasted  the  
violence perpetra ted  by “W est Ind ians’ w ith  the  law-abiding behaviour of 
A sian  a n d  Jew ish  m ig ran ts  a n d  explained  th a t  th e  reaso n  for th is  
difference w as cultural:

In faiths and religions where people are self-disciplined, where people 
respect their families and have a sense of self-discipline, there are not 
riots and problems. Families, black or white, who abandon their old and 
their young tend to get into disputes. 28

Sayeed implicitly endorsed this analysis when he argued that:

Environment, unemployment and colour alone do not explain why the 
riots have been confined to areas that are predominantly black, for do 
not those from the Indian subcontinent suffer the same disadvantages? 
Perhaps there is something culturally different ... that explains this 
phenomenon and explains why Asians argue when West Indians would 
fight. While those from the Indian subcontinent set great store by 
education and, despite difficulties, build trading empires, I cannot name 
one equivalent West Indian c o n c e r n .  29

The Ulster Unionist MP, Enoch Powell, argued in the same Parliamentary debate 
that the changing ethnic profile of inner-city populations augured badly. He 
claimed that:

What we have seen so far in terms of the transformation of the 
population, like what we have seen so far in terms of urban violence, is 
nothing to what we know is to come.30

These k ind  of a rg u m en ts  were also  m ade by police officers who suggested 
th a t th e  b lack  com m unity a s  a  whole were responsible for th e  disorders. 
T he p re se n c e  of b la c k  people in  a n  a rea  ap p ea rs  to lead  to  th e  
identification of th a t locality a s  a  difficult one to police in the eyes of some 
officers. A fter th e  d isorders there  were com plaints m ade by officers who 
argued th a t  they h a d  been  prevented from enforcing the law on the  esta te  
becau se  sen ior officers were m ore concerned w ith preserving harm onious 
re la tio n s  th a n  enforcing th e  law in a  style th a t o ther areas would have
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experienced  (Police Review 1986b, 1986c). The debate ab o u t th ese  two 
app roaches to policing — th a t  it should  be a n  em phatic non-discretionaiy 
application  of th e  law, or th a t  it should  be responsive an d  more concerned 
w ith  p re se rv in g  pub lic  tra n q u illity  — assu m es  th a t  sec tio n s of th e  
com m unity  of B roadw ater F arm  w as hostile to the  police and  som ehow 
im plicated  in  crim inal activity . Gifford (1986: 52) re la tes  how, in  the  
M etropolitan  Police A n n u al R eport for 1983, C om m issioner N ewm an 
referred to B roadw ater F arm  a s  one of:

those areas identified as ‘symbolic locations’ where Black communities, 
often the young, come to view a particular location with something of a 
proprietorial attachment resenting intrusion, especially by the police to 
enforce the law.

Not only is th is  suggestion  extrem ely sim plistic;31 it also  ignores the  
logical ou tcom e of the  a rg u m e n t w hich is th a t  police officers a re  also 
suscep tib le  to s u c h  ‘au tho rita tive  policing geographies’ (Keith, 1993: 20). 
This conception  of th e  e s ta te  a s  inherently  problem atic, coupled w ith  the 
‘dem onisation’ it  received in  th e  local media, w hich is fu rther d iscussed  in 
th e  n ex t sec tion , is  one ex p lan a tio n  of th e  ru m o u rs  of d iso rder th a t  
apparently  circu lated  am ongst th e  police before the disorders occurred.

It is ironic th a t  th is  h isto rical s tu d y  of public disorder in  B ritain  should  
show th a t, in  each  instance , th a t  B ritain’s h istory  of d isorder w as ignored 
or even denied in  m any reactions. In the  case of B roadw ater Farm , the 
process of racialising  th e  d isorders w as an  in trinsic aspect of th is  denial. 
By avow ing th a t  th e  ca u se  of th e  violence w as ultim ately  to be found 
am ongst th e  b lack  com m unity  th e  disorder could be regarded as  ‘foreign’ 
to m ain stream  English cu ltu re . The debates reflect the  legacy of Powellism 
in th a t  they  s h a re  h is  a ssu m p tio n  th a t th e  problem s of B ritain’s inner 
cities could  be  traced  b ack  to the  cu ltu ra l changes w hich followed from 
p ostw ar im m igra tion  (Sm ith ies a n d  Fiddick, 1969). S uggestions th a t  
com m unal violence w as an tith e tic a l to a longer B ritish  trad itio n  were 
com plem ented by  th is  p rocess  of identifying the  black com m unity a s  the 
problem. A by-line in  the  D aily Express encapsulated m any of these claims 
ab o u t th e  lack  of d iso rder in  B ritish  history. The new spaper quoted the 
w ords of a  police officer w ho h ad  been p resen t a t th e  disorder an d  told 
reporters th a t  ‘th is  is no t England, it’s  ju s t  m adness’.^2
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'Demonising* Broadwater Farm
T he p ro cess  of ra c ia lisa tio n  of th e  d iso rders  w as accom panied  a n d  
aggravated by  th e  ‘dem onisation’ of the population of Broadwater Farm  by 
th e  press. The D oily Mirror, for example, ra n  the  following story beneath  a  
headline w hich  read  LIVING HELL: “YOU’VE NO IDEA HOW AWFUL DAILY 
LIFE IS":

They sit there, these gaunt tower blocks, like citadels of disillusionment.
They are scruffy. They are battered. They smell. Broadwater Farm estate 
sounds grand — the name conjures visions of some elegant, idyllic Tory 
land-owner’s sprawl in the Cotswolds. It even borders on a lengthy road 
called Lordship Lane. The reality is a shoddy, graffiti-adorned set of 
looming unattractive flats that won an architectural prize in the bustling, 
progressive 1960s. Most of the people who live in the flats are black or
brown. 33

S uch  stories reflected th e  im age of Broadw ater Farm  th a t local new spapers 
h ad  been  p e rp e tu a tin g  for m ore th a n  a  decade before the  d istu rbances. 
The im p ressio n s  th a t  s u c h  s to ries  m ade in  the  m inds of local people, 
includ ing  local police officers, can  only be im agined, b u t th e  fact th a t  
resid en ts  of th e  e s ta te  occasionally  w rote le tters to th e  local p ress  to 
p ro test ab o u t th e  coverage they received suggests th a t they were aw are of 
th e  negative im pact th ese  could have.34 It is no t suggested th a t reports of 
social an d  environm ental problem s on th e  esta te  were u n tru e , no doubt 
th ere  were rea l difficulties facing th e  residen ts and  the local au thority  — 
b u t it is  c lear th a t, a s  in  o ther contexts, th e  m edia concentrated  on the  
w o rst d im en sio n s. A few exam ples of head lines in  th e  local pap ers  
illu stra te  th e  tendency  to focus on negative aspects of B roadw ater Farm . 
In  1976, th e  W ood G reen a n d  Tottenham  W eekly H erald headlined a  story  
FAMILIES WHO LIVE IN THE SHADOW OF VIOLENCE an d  wrote th a t ‘fear 
h a u n ts  th e  gloomy p assag es , lifts an d  en tran ces  of B roadw ater F arm  
esta te ’.35 in  1977, th e  sam e p ap e r talked of ‘concrete jung le  b lues’36 in  
re la tion  to th e  es ta te . Seven y ears  later, th e  paper propagated a  sim ilar 
im pression  of th e  e s ta te  — in  a  slightly m ore im plicit way — ask ing  
BROADWATER FARM — IS IT AS BAD AS THEY SAY?. A lthough th is  article 
referred to som e im provem ents in  the  policing of the estate, it still spoke of 
th e  area  a s  ‘n o rth  London’s  equivalent of Brixton — a  battle  ground where 
police, b lacks a n d  w hites fight o u t their differences’.^ 7
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S uch  b leak  views of th e  es ta te  seem  to have been shared  by a t  least some 
officers w ith in  th e  M etropolitan Police. In  the police inquiry (Metropolitan 
Police, 1986: 6) in to  th e  disorders it w as explained that:

It would be difficult to define ‘normality’ in respect of Broadwater Farm.
It h as  an unenviable reputation and normal policing methods are 
resisted by a vociferous ill-disposed minority. Gratuitous abuse and 
violence towards the police became an almost daily occurrence during 
periods of tension.

Since th e  local p re ss  sh a red  th is  b leak  p icture of th e  e s ta te  it is no t 
su rp rising  th a t  th e  nationals  adopted a  sim ilar approach, especially as  the  
na tionals  often u se  th e  local p ress  a s  a  source. The Gifford Inquiry (1986: 
13) reported  th a t  th e  views of th e  local p ress  were often considerably more 
negative ab o u t th e  e s ta te  th a n  the  facts w arranted . It certainly appears 
th a t  th e re  w ere  e n o u g h  positive fe a tu re s  to c o u n te r-b a la n c e  th is  
im pression, a lth o u g h  they  w ere no t often reported. Certainly th e  esta te  
received several ‘VIP’ visits w hich suggest th a t there  were m ore favourable 
d im ensions to  b e  identified . In  th e  m o n th s  p rio r to th e  d iso rders S ir 
George Young, E nv ironm ent M inister, praised the  esta te  and, in  February  
1985, it  w as v isited  by  th e  Princess of Wales. P latt (1985: 50) records th a t 
a  three-year developm ent program m e h ad  led to im provem ents in  security  
and  th e  physica l in fra s tru c tu re  of th e  es ta te  an d  th a t so m any  visitors 
were given to u rs  of B roadw ater Farm  th a t  the D epartm ent of Environm ent 
agreed to  re im b u rse  th e  local au tho rity  to cover the  cost of show ing them  
aro u n d . This w as n o t th e  p ic tu re  of B roadw ater Farm  th a t th e  tabloid 
press chose to pain t.

As a n  u rb a n  pub lic-housing  esta te  with, a  high proportion of unem ployed 
re s id en ts  a s  w ell a s  a  h o s t of o th e r socio-econom ic problem s, it is 
u n su rp r is in g  th a t  B ro ad w ater F arm  esta te  experienced relatively h igh 
levels of crim e a n d  d iso rd er. S tru c tu ra l fea tu res  of th e  e s ta te  a lso  
con tribu ted  to th e  physica l problem s th a t beset it from th e  ou tset. As 
m entioned earlier, th e  arch itec tu re  of Broadw ater Farm  w as a  significant 
factor in  the d iso rder itself. The estate w as built on m arsh  land th a t h ad  to 
be d ra in ed  p rio r to  co n s tru c tio n , a n d  in  order to  avoid dam p in  th e  
h o u sin g  th e  b lo ck s  w ere b u ilt off th e  ground on s tilts , w hich  created  
protected car-p ark in g  a rea  u n d ern ea th  the tower blocks w here the  rioters
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congregated. D espite th e  socio-econom ic disadvantage th a t th e  es ta te  and  
its  residen ts  faced, th e  im pression  offered by the  local and  national press 
w as too b leak . B roadw ater F arm  w as no t th e  ‘hell on e a rth ’ th a t  th e  
n ew spapers  w ould  have h a d  th e ir  read ers  believe. M any of th e  local 
residen ts  p a in ted  a  different p ic tu re  of the  estate, highlighting declining 
levels of crime, in creasin g  com m unity  activism, and  growing possibilities 
for self-help econom ically — all factors th a t were generally ab sen t from the  
press coverage of th e  d isorders (Gifford, 1986).

Not only w as B roadw ater F arm  portrayed  as  suffering from very high levels 
of socio-econom ic prob lem s b u t com m unity  relations on th e  e s ta te  were 
also regarded by  th e  p re ss  a s  in tensely  dysfunctional and  conflictual. The 
Daily Mail, for exam ple, inc luded  a  series of profiles of different ethnic 
groups living on th e  e s ta te  in  p a r t  of its coverage after th e  disorders.^®  
Thus, readers  w ere p resen ted  w ith  th e  *White View’, th e  ‘Asian View’, and  
the  ‘Black View’. Not only did th is  artic le suggest to readers th a t the  estate 
w as divided o n  e thn ic  g rounds b u t  also th a t there w as in ten se  fear and  
suspicion betw een the  different groups.

O ther perspectives a lso  p layed  on  th e  notion  th a t the com m unity  w as 
disorganised a n d  in  conflict. In  m any  respects, the  coverage given to so- 
called ‘com m unity leaders’ reflected th is  perspective. Two su ch  individuals 
were identified by the  p re ss  — B em ie G ran t and  Dolly Kiffin. G rant, who 
la te r  becam e th e  MP for T o tten h am , w as a t th a t tim e th e  Leader of 
Haringey Council. He w as a  target for m edia a tten tion  after he s ta ted  in a  
p ress  conference soon a fte r  th e  d is tu rb an ces  that, in  the eyes of m any of 
the  young people on  th e  esta te , th e  police ‘got a bloody good hiding during 
the  d isorders. The p re ss  p icked u p  on th is  com m ent and  criticised th is  
point of view a s  irresponsib le  in  th e  light of th e  Blakelock m urder. The 
coverage of G ran t reflected w ider tabloid  concern w ith so-called ‘loony left’ 
local au tho rities  (Murray, 1989). The Sun, for example, ra n  a  story  DONT 
CALL ME BARMIE BERNIE w hich  listed  a  series of allegedly b izarre  
decisions m ade e ith e r by  G ran t o r H aringey Council. 39 The s to iy  also 
relied upon rac is t s tereo types of G ran t. One Labour councillor, who ‘asked 
no t to be n am ed ’, w as quo ted  a s  say ing  that: ‘Bem ie G ran t is  like the  
leader of a  b lack  tribe  — always looking for battles and  shaking  h is spear. 
He sees all w h ites a s  h is  enem ies’. In  an  editorial on  the sam e day, the
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paper com m ented th a t  ‘th e  S u n 's  earnest w ish is th a t  Bemie G rant should 
ro t in hell’.

The com m unity of B roadw ater F arm  was criticised b y  sections of the  p ress 
following th e  acq u itta l of th e  T o tten h am  Three’ who had been  wrongfully 
convicted for the  m u rd e r of PC Blakelock. The p ress  portrayal of W inston 
Silcott d u rin g  th e  tr ia l h a s  b e en  thoroughly described elsewhere (Heller, 
1991; M ullin, 1992; Rose, 1992), b u t the  argum ents th a t su rrounded  the  
eventual a cq u itta l of Silcott, M ark Braithw aite, a n d  Engin Raghip have 
received less  a tten tion . The S u n  new spaper was referred to th e  Director of 
Public P rosecu tions by  th e  ju d g e  a t th e  original tria l for pub lish ing  a  
photograph of Silcott on  its  fron t page, a n d  identifying him  a s  the  m an  the  
police believed killed B lakelock. As th e  (ultim ately successful) appeal 
app roached  in  1991, th e  S u n  r a n  stories about Silcott’s crim inal record 
a n d  the  con tinu ing  grief of PC Blakelock’s  widow.40 w hen  th e  convictions 
w ere eventually  o v ertu rned  th e  paper argued th a t the com m unity itself 
w as culpable for police m alpractice. It w as suggested th a t the police had  to 
b reak  th e  ru le s  b ecau se  they  w ere faced w ith a  ‘w all of silence’ from th e  
people on th e  esta te .41

Gender Roles and Racialisation
M uch h a s  b een  w ritten  a b o u t th e  racialisation  of the d isorders in  th e  
1980s (Gilroy, 1987; Solomos, 1988; van Dijk, 1991: Keith, 1993) and  th is  
trend  w as clearly evident in  the  case of th e  Broadwater Farm  d istu rbances 
of 1985. W hat h a s  b een  le ss  well-observed is the gendered n a tu re  of th is  
racialisation . This reflects a  m ore w idespread ignorance of th e  im pact of 
gender on rac ism  in  th e  crim inal ju s tice  system . W hat h a s  often been  
om itted  from  d eb a te s  a b o u t m inority  e thn ic  groups and  th e  crim inal 
ju s tic e  system  is a  recogn ition  th a t th e  general over-represen tation  of 
m inority groups, w hatever its  cause, does no t apply equally to  bo th  m en  
an d  w o m e n . 42 There is no  d o u b t th a t b lack  people are over-represented, 
b u t  a m ore detailed analysis  of th e  position dem onstrates th a t the problem  
is  one w h ich  affects b la ck  m e n  to a  m u ch  g reater ex tent th a n  b lack  
women.

O ne of th e  key a re a s  of in te re s t in  th is  respect h a s  been th e  nu m b er of 
black  people stopped an d  searched , and  arrested, by  the police. Of course 
th e  o v er-rep resen ta tio n  of b lack  yo u th s in the  d a ta  h a s  been  a  key
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background  fac to r in th e  p e rp e tu a tio n  of th e  ‘tale of failure’ (Scarm an, 
1981) betw een  th e  A frican C aribbean  com m unity and  th e  police. Sm ith  
an d  G ray’s  (1983) s tu d y  w as one of the  earliest large-scale s ta tis tica l 
s tu d ies  of th e  ra te  of co n tac t th a t  different e thn ic  groups h ad  w ith  th e  
police. They found th a t the  group m ost likely to be stopped by the police in  
London w as W est Indian’ m ales, 63 p e r cent of whom had  been stopped in  
the  previous twelve m o n th s. In  com parison, 44  per cent of w hite m ales 
were found to  have been  s topped  in  th e  sam e period. Not only were ‘W est 
Ind ians’ m ore likely to have been  stopped, b u t they were m ore likely to be 
stopped several tim es — o n  average b lack  m ales were stopped 4  tim es a  
year, com pared  to  2 .5  occasions on  average for w hite  m ales. O ther 
s tu d i e s ^  tend  to replicate th e  general tendency of these findings and  also 
show th a t  women, of w hatever ethnic group, are  under-represented in  stop 
and  sea rc h  figures. A lthough th e re  is  m uch  less agreem ent ab o u t w hat 
explains th is  difference, fac to rs  su c h  as police racism , unem ploym ent, 
h o u s in g  te n u re , vehicle p o sse ss io n , ed u ca tio n a l qualifica tions, an d  
differential ra te s  of involvem ent in  crim e, am ongst o thers, a re  usually  
referred to.44

This gender d ifferential in  th e  rac ia lisa tion  of crim e in  general is also 
reflected in  th e  m ore p a r tic u la r  case  of public disorder, a lthough  th is  
feature h a s  no t received m u ch  academ ic attention. Most theories of public 
d isorder have rem ained  s ilen t on th e  issu e  of gender. W hether seeking to 
explain d isorder in  term s of the  psychology of th e  individual actors or in 
term s of the  s tru c tu ra l c au se s  relatively little h as  been said  to explain why 
the evidence indicates th a t  in  u rb an  disorder, m en very greatly ou tnum ber 
w om en. O ne m ore  con cre te , if  p rob lem atic , ind ica to r of th e  gender 
difference in  inc iden ts  of d iso rder c a n  be gleaned from d a ta  rela ting  to 
those a rres ted  for su ch  offences. W ithin the  M etropolitan Police a rea  in  
1995, 3 ,326 a rre s ts  were m ade in  connection w ith public order offences. In 
3,174 (95.4 per cent) of th e se  cases th e  gender of the  person  arrested  was 
recorded, an d  of th ese  fem ales accounted  for ju s t  7.8 per cent of the total 
(Metropolitan Police, 1996).

D iscussions of th e  racia lisa tion  of d isorder have also tended to ignore the 
ways in  w hich  th is  p rocess affects wom en and  m en differently. W hat is 
clear in  th e  case  of th e  B roadw ater Farm  d istu rbances is th a t different 
d iscourse operated  in re sp ec t of the  law lessness of the young black m ales

173



Broadwater Farm, October 1985

in  co n tras t to th e  supposed  ‘nurturing* role of the black  women. The th re a t 
of th e  b lack  m en  to m ainstream  society w as clearly identified in th e  case of 
B roadw ater F arm . N ew spaper s to ries  spoke of ‘h u n d red s  of W est Ind ian  
yo u th s’4 ® who  w ere ‘fearless b ecau se  they h u n t in  packs, who seem  to 
h a te  w hite people a n d  w ho on B roadw ater Farm  E sta te  are  the dom inant 
force’.4® E lsew here, th e  p re ss  po rtrayed  th e  b lack  m en of B roadw ater 
F arm  a s  a  d irec t th re a t to local w hite people, who, allegedly, lived in  a  
s ta te  of p e rp e tu a l fear. There a re  several examples of th is  kind of sto iy  to 
draw  upon , b u t  th e  m o st lu rid  in  its  racism  is th a t  w ritten  by the D aily 
M ail co lum nist Lynda Lee Potter who argued th a t *within ten  years London 
will have to ta lly  b lack  pockets w here th e  police a re  im potent, w here the  
law of the  ju n g le  ru les a n d  w here no  white person dare venture*.4 ^

A lthough th ese  accoun ts  apparen tly  rem ained gender n eu tra l in  language, 
th e  ta lk  of b lack  yo u th  terrorising  o thers w as implicitly about young black 
m en. This reflects m ore w idespread  conceptions abou t the supposed over­
involvem ent of young b lack  m en  in  violent street robberies, drug-dealing 
a n d  a sso c ia ted  crim inal activ ity  (Hall e t aJL 1978; Gilroy, 1987). The 
position  of w om en in  re sp ec t of th e  d isorders w as indirect, th e  m edia 
tended  to po rtray  them  a s  e ither m atria rch s  controlling the com m unity or 
placed them  in  a  n u rtu rin g  role a s  m others.

The m ost obvious exam ple of th e  form er applied to th e  case of Dolly Kiffin, 
co-founder of th e  B roadw ater F arm  Youth Association — which w as often 
characterised  in  th e  p re ss  an d  by th e  police as a n  organisation ak in  to a  
local m afia . In  fact, th e  a c tiv itie s  of th e  B roadw ater F arm  Y outh  
Association, w hich w as formed in  th e  early 1980s, w ere m ore m undane. As 
well a s  providing a  m eeting  p lace for th e  young people on the  estate , the  
B roadw ater F a rm  Y outh  A ssocia tion  provided m eals for th e  elderly 
residents a n d  w as involved in various attem pts to stim ulate local economic 
developm ent.4® A lthough Kiffin w as a  key mover w ith in  the  B roadw ater 
F arm  Y outh A ssociation, she  w as not, an d  never claim ed to be, the only 
person  involved in  its  w ork. However, a s  far a s  m uch  of the p ress and  the 
police were concerned sh e  w as th e  linchpin of the Broadw ater Farm  Youth 
A ssociation. T he activ ities of th e  police in  the  bu ild -up  to the disorders 
a n d  th e  p re ss  coverage a fte rw ard s  tended  to rely upon  a  p a rtic u la r  
stereotype of th e  b lack  w om an a s  m atriarch  of her community.
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Two i l lu s tra t io n s  serve  to  exem plify th is  rac ia lised  a n d  gendered  
stereotype. In  th e  period prio r to th e  d istu rbances, Kiffin w as am ongst a  
g roup of local people w ho w ere aw ay from th e  es ta te  on a  trip  to th e  
C aribbean. O n h e r  re tu rn , th e  police asked  h er to ‘invite’ them  onto th e  
e s ta te  to  deal w ith  d rug -dealers  who h ad  begun to congregate there. The 
local officers ap p aren tly  felt th a t  Kiffin’s sanction w as needed to legitimise 
th e ir p resence on  B roadw ater Farm . Kiffin, fearing the  potential w ra th  of 
dangerous d rug-dealers, refused  to co-operate and  argued th a t the  police 
did no t an d  shou ld  n o t need h e r  perm ission to en ter the  estate.

The second  exam ple cam e som etim e afte r th e  d isorders w hen  various 
new sp ap ers  r a n  a  n u m b e r of s to ries  th a t  w ere highly critical of th e  
Broadw ater F arm  Y outh  A ssociation an d  Dolly Kiffin. Many of these stories 
cen tred  a ro u n d  a llegations th a t  Kiffin an d  the  B roadw ater Farm  Y outh 
A ssociation  h a d  ex p ro p ria ted  local au th o rity  m oney to b u y  personal 
property in  Jam a ica . The s to ries  frequently presented Kiffin a s  though she  
w as th e  sole so u rce  of au th o rity  for th e  residen ts of the estate . The Sun, 
for example, p u b lish ed  a  s to ry  on  16 Decem ber 1985 which claimed th a t 
‘they call Dolly Kiffin th e  G odm other. H er word is law — the  only law — on 
London’s  rio t-racked  B roadw ater Farm  E sta te’ (em phasis in  original). Not 
only did th is  sto ry  d raw  u p o n  one stereotype of b lack women — th a t of the 
dom ineering m a tr ia rc h  — it  a lso  suggested  th a t th e  population  of th e  
esta te  were b o th  hom ogenous an d  lawless.

The stories a b o u t b o th  B em ie G ran t an d  Dolly Kiffin reflected a  b roader 
tendency in  th e  d eb a te  a fte r th e  B roadw ater Farm  disorders abou t th e  
n a tu re  of th e  b lack  com m unity  an d  its  leaders. The suggestion th a t young 
b lac k  m ales  w ere  law less  a n d  ou t-o f-con tro l r a n  p ara lle l to o th e r 
a rg u m e n ts ^  w hich  suggested  th a t  th e  lack  of com m unity cohesion m ean t 
th a t th e  u su a l inform al m ean s  of social control were ab sen t am ongst th e  
b lack  com m unity . T hese  su g g estio n s  often tied in  w ith o ther debates  
w hich b lam ed sing le  m o th ers , for exam ple, for being unab le  to control 
the ir children. In  th is  case, s u c h  argum ents were generalised to the  extent 
th a t  the  question  becam e one of th e  lack  of legitim ate leaders w ithin the  
b lack  com m unity . T h e  fact th a t  th e re  were m any people from ch u rch  
groups, th e  local au th o rity , a n d  from w ith in  organisations on th e  es ta te  
itself, who w ere in  effect ‘com m unity  leaders’ w as largely ignored by the
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m edia, w ho preferred  to  co ncen tra te  on ‘undesirab le’ figures like G rant 
an d  Kiffin.

This k ind  of p o rtray al of th e  people on  th e  esta te  as  leaderless w as not 
exclusive to  th e  tabloid p ress . An artic le by Sewell (1985: 12) in  th e  New  
S ta tesm a n  in  O ctober 1985 argued th a t the  lack of leaders to ‘bring  reason 
to th e  rage of b lack  youths* w as due to a n  inheren t contradiction of being 
th e  lead er of a  d isp o sse ssed  e thn ic  m inority  group w hilst being  in  a  
position of pow er w ithin  local or national political hierarchies. Not only did 
th is  com m ent ignore th e  fact th a t  th ere  w as considerable evidence of an  
active an d  o rgan ised  com m unity  on B roadw ater Farm, it also played on 
the  notion  th a t  th e  d iso rders were th e  re su lt of m indless ‘rage’, an d  no t a  
ra tio n a l re sp o n se  to g en u in e  g rievances. B ernie G ran t’s  re fu sa l to 
condem n vigorously th e  y o u th s  involved in  th e  d istu rbances m ay have 
b een  u n p a la ta b le  to th e  genera l pub lic , it did, however regrettab ly , 
re p re se n t th e  p ersp ec tiv e  of som e of th o se  living on th e  esta te . One 
anonym ous y o u th  reflected th is  w hen  he told a  television jo u rn a lis t h is 
perspective on  th e  violence directed  a t  the  police was ‘a n  eye for a n  eye, 
th a t is a s  far a s  w e a re  p rep ared  to go’.51 P erhaps the question ought not 
to have been  w h eth er G ran t would w ithdraw  inflam m atory com m ents, b u t 
why su ch  opinions were apparen tly  endorsed by some local residents.

The view expressed  in  th e  m edia an d  by th e  local police th a t Dolly Kiffin 
w as th e  sole voice of au th o rity  on  th e  esta te  drew  upon a  w ell-established 
stereotype of th e  b lack  w om an a s  m atria rch , providing leadersh ip  and  
stability  w ith in  th e  com m unity. W hilst th is  stereotype m ay have positive 
connotations, in  a s  m u ch  a s  it p resen ts  wom en as  strong leaders, it serves 
to reinforce th e  idea  th a t  th e  b lack  com m unity  a t large is disaggregated 
an d  conflic tual. C ollins (1990: 73-4) po in ted  ou t th a t  th e  su p p o sed  
m atriarchy  of b lack  w om en also often stigm atises these women by holding 
th em  responsib le  for th e  ‘failu re’ of th e ir  ch ildren  — because  th ey  are  
activ ists they do n o t have th e  tim e to devote to the  role of socialising their 

children.

Collins also identifies a n o th e r  stereotype applied to black women, which 
w as also evident in  reactions to th e  Broadw ater Farm  disorders. The death  
of C ynth ia J a r re t t ,  th e  im m ediate p recu rso r to the  disorders, often was 
reported in  th e  p re ss  a s  th e  death  of a  b lack m other, as though J a r re tt  had
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n o  s ta tu s  if  described  sim ply  a s  a  b lack  woman. This em phasis  on  
m o therhood  w as also  m ade by those w ithin the com m unity of Broadw ater 
F arm . W right (1985: 17), for exam ple, reported  how  p ro teste rs  on th e  
e s ta te  claim ed ‘every tim e th e  police b reak  down a  door we fear the  dea th  
of a n o th e r  m other’. O ne w itness to th e  Gifford inquiry explained th a t th e  
in itia l dem onstra tion  ou tside T ottenham  High Road police sta tion  w as held 
b e c a u se  ‘th e re ’s is no w ay we can  accep t the  d ea th  of a  b lack  m other 
w ith in  o u r com m unity’ (Gifford, 1986: 90). Collins (1990) argued  th a t  
m o th e rh o o d  h a s  been  a n  im p o rtan t so u rce  of s ta tu s  for b lack  w om en 
w ith in  th e  com m unity  a n d  th a t  th is  reliance h as  h a d  both  negative a n d  
positive im plications. O n th e  positive side, m otherhood h as  been  a  source 
of pow er a n d  identity for w om en denied access to o ther identities — su ch  
a s  th o se  obtainable in  th e  workplace, for example. O n the other hand , th e  
e m p h a s is  on  m o therhood  h a s  m e a n t th a t  b lack  w om en have h ad  to 
e n d u re  th e  b u rd en  of ch ild-care th a t ‘m akes them  p artn ers  in  their own 
oppression’ (Collins, 1990: 118) by  denying them  other social roles.

T h e re  a re  o th e r im p o rta n t g en d er is su e s  w hich  co n trib u ted  to th e  
b a c k g ro u n d  co n tex t o f th e  d iso rd e rs . The p re ss  p o rtra y a l of th e  
B ro ad w ater Farm  Y outh  A ssociation a s  a  source of te rro r to th e  local 
p o p u la tio n  m irro red  th e  iden tification  by  som e police officers of th e  
A ssocia tion  a s  a  problem . Gifford (1986: 43-44) recorded how the  local 
p o lice  co m m an d er a rg u e d  o n  a  te lev ision  p rog ram m e th a t  if  th e  
B ro ad w ate r F arm  Y ou th  A ssociation  w ere correct to claim  cred it for 
re d u c e d  crim e, th is  only  in d ica ted  th a t  th ey  h a d  previously  b een  
im plicated  in  it. O ne reaso n  why th e  Broadw ater Farm  Youth Association 
w as o ften  considered  a  ‘front’ o rgan isation  for illegal activities seem s to 
have b een  th a t  m any of its  m em bers w ere not really *youths’ a t  all, b u t  
w ere in  th e ir  m id-tw enties or even th irties (Gifford, 1986: 24). The reason  
for th is  again  illu stra tes  th e  effects of gendered racism . Black m ales living 
on  th e  e s ta te  experienced  h ig h er levels of unem ploym ent th a n  o th er 
g ro u p s. T hus, m any  of th o se  young b lack  m en who were well in to  the ir 
tw en tie s  h a d  no t b een  in  w ork since leaving school. J u s t  a s  w om en’s 
s t a t u s  w as a s so c ia te d  w ith  m o th erh o o d , m en ’s  h a s  b een  d raw n  
trad itio n a lly  from em ploym ent. The s ta tu s  of black m ales a s  *youths’ w as 
n o t on ly  associated  w ith  the ir age — failure to obtain  em ployment m ean t 
th a t  m en  rem ained  ‘y o u th s ’ beyond th e  biological age w here th a t label 

w ould ordinarily be considered applicable.

177



Broadwater Farm, October 1985

In  m any  resp ec ts  th is  gendered dim ension of th e  context of the disorders 
a t  B roadw ater F a rm  is  rem in iscen t of some of th e  a rgum ents B eatrix  
Cam pbell m ade  a b o u t la te r  d isorders in  the  predom inantly white d istricts 
of Oxford, C ardiff an d  Newcastle in  1991 (Rowe, 1996). Campbell (1993) 
a rgued  th a t  th e  lack  of em ploym ent for the  young m en in  these  a reas  
denied th em  th e ir  trad itio n al source of s ta tu s  w ith in  the com m unity an d  
left them  in  a  s ta te  of extended *youth\ still dependent on others for their 
economic survival. However, the  experience a t Broadw ater Farm  also drew 
u pon  is su e s  of racism . T he b lack  w om en were considered in  the light of 
s tereotypes w hich  do n o t apply  to w hite wom en in  the sam e way, since 
white w om en have traditionally  h ad  m ore options open to them .

In concluding th is  d iscu ss io n  of th e  reactions to, and  explanations of, the  
disorders a t  B roadw ater Farm , it is w orth  reiterating a  point m ade earlier. 
The th e m e s  id en tified  in  th is  an a ly s is  sh o u ld  no t be  regarded  a s  
exhaustive. Little a tten tio n  h a s  been  paid  to th e  in terpretation  of events 
offered by those  directly involved or by  minority voices in th e  media. S uch  
a n  exercise w ould be  a  u sefu l one in  itself b u t is no t the aim  of th is thesis. 
Instead, w h a t is being  offered is in tended  to give some insight into how the  
disorders w ere u n d ersto o d  by  th e  voices of the m ainstream  — those w ith  
th e  ability to  sh a p e  directly  or indirectly  the public agenda by m eans of 
their estab lished  positions.

F urtherm ore, th e  division of th ese  argum ents in to  different categories is 
in ten d ed  a s  a  h e u r is tic  device a n d  does n o t im ply m ajor concrete  
d istinctions betw een them . The tw in discourses of gendered and  racialised 
a rg u m en ts  a re  closely re la ted , a n d  reinforce a  cen tral feature of th e  
racialisation problem atic, th e  fram ew ork delineated in  Chapter One, w hich 
is th a t  id eas  a b o u t ‘race’ a r tic u la te  w ith  m any o ther socially-produced 
concepts. Indeed, one of th e  key suggestions in  th is  thesis  is th a t m any  
analy ses  of d iso rd e r have recognised  th e  significance of p rocesses of 
rac ia lisa tion  b u t have  ignored  th e  im portan t form ative issu e  of gender 
roles. O ne of th e  key fe a tu re s  of th e  resp o n se  to th e  d iso rders a t  
B roadw ater Farm  w as th e  w ay in  w hich m uch of th e  debate w as conducted 
in  a  form of ‘code’, w hereby argum ents about national identity during th is  
period m e a n t th a t  d isc u ss io n s  of ‘race ’ in  B rita in  could take  p lace 
implicitly, in  te rm s of ‘com m unity breakdow n’ or ‘inner-city problems’.
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Conclusion

J u s t  a s  th e  various explanations, outlined in  the  previous sections, were 
n o t th e  only ones p u t  forw ard a f te r  the  d isorder a t  B roadw ater Farm , 
n e ith e r  w ere  th ey  specific  to  th o s e  p a rtic u la r  events. M any of th e  
a rg u m en ts  w ere a lso  em ployed following d iso rders elsew here and  th e  
cau ses  of th e  rio ts  in  T o ttenham  w ere  often debated alongside th e  events 
w hich occurred  in  H andsw orth, B rixton, and  other localities. Ontologically, 
K eith (1993) m ay be correct in  in s is tin g  th a t  su c h  events can  only be 
understood  a s  d iscreet isolated occurrences, b u t it is no t possible to ignore 
th e  ten d en cy  of po litic ians a n d  m ed ia  p u n d its  to aggregate them  a n d  
assign  post-hoc explanations. This concluding section locates th is  process 
of aggregation an d  explanation  w ith in  the b roader context of political an d  
ideological developm ents in  B rita in  during  th is  period. In  particu lar, it 
illu s tra te s  how  s u c h  in c id en ts  w ere  explained by, an d  su b seq u en tly  
con tribu ted  to, cu ltura lly-based  rac ism . The role of th is  racism  w ithin the  
w ider project of T ha tcherism  is  a lso  considered. These poin ts reflect key 
a sp e c ts  of th e  critica l re a lis t ra c ia lisa tio n  p rob lem atic  developed in  
C hap ter One, w hich suggests th a t  racialised  discourse is grounded in  the  
specific context in  w hich they  o cc u r  an d  articu la te  w ith other them es and  
concerns.

It is generally accepted  in  social sc ien ce  analysis th a t th e  m id-1970s were 
a  w atershed  in  B ritish  society, w h en  th e  postw ar settlem ent w as ended as  
th e  New Right em erged w ith  a n  a b r u p t  ideological rad icalism  (Hall an d  
J a q u e s , 1983; G am ble, 1994). T h e  prevailing  c ro ss -p a rty  political 
c o n se n su s  h a d  reg a rd ed  low u n em p lo y m en t, a  co rpo ra te  in d u s tr ia l 
strategy, a n d  w elfarism , a s  c e n tra l asp ec ts  of th e  K eynesian stra tegy  of 
s ta te  in tervention in  th e  in te rests  o f b roader social and  political gains.

W hatever th e  p rec ise  m o m en t o f  its  dem ise, th is  s ta tu s  quo w as 
u n d e rm in e d  by  th e  tw in  p ro c e s s e s  of econom ic recess io n  an d  a n  
ideological reasse rtio n  of neo-liberal lo issezfa tre  economics on th e  p art of 
th e  a sc en d a n t T hatcherite-w ing  o f th e  Conservative Party. A lthough the  
ideology of T ha tcherism  w as no t developed entirely, or even principally, by 
M argaret T h a tcher herself, it w as h e r  election as leader of the Conservative
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P arty  in  1975, a n d  th e n  a s  P rim e M inister in  1979, th a t  sealed th e  
triu m p h  of th is  new  e ra  in  B ritish  politics.

Som e an a ly ses  of th e  period of h e r th ree  governm ents, from  h e r  initial 
victory in  1979 u n til h e r  resignation  in  1990, have disputed  th e  extent to 
w hich th e  period sh a re d  a  cohesive them e necessary  to w arran t the  label 
of a n  ‘ideology* (Jessop  e t a l  1988). This view holds th a t th e  T h a tch e r 
y ears’ did n o t rep re sen t so  distinctive a  b reak  w ith  the p a s t a s  h a s  often 
b een  su ggested  a n d  th a t  th e  rheto ric  of the  period outw eighed genuine 
in n ovations in  p a tte rn s  of governance. Two exam ples c an  be u sed  to 
illu stra te  th is  point. F irst, th e  principles of low taxation heavily espoused 
in  C onservative political p ro p ag an d a  m asked a  reality  in  w hich  overall 
levels of taxa tion  becam e heavier.52 Secondly, the rhetoric th a t government 
sh o u ld  m a in ta in  a  n o n -in te rv en tio n ist s tan ce  in  the  econom y was no t 
rigorously app lied  in  p ractice  — for example, su b stan tia l subsid ies were 
offered to Jap an ese-o w n ed  com panies in terested  in  establish ing  factories 
in  the  UK (G arrahan  a n d  Stew art, 1991).

The question  of th e  ex ten t to w hich T hatcherism  represen ted  a  real ‘sea- 
change’ in  B ritish  politics is d ispu tab le . That, however, is n o t a  central 
concern of th is  th es is  an d  is d iscussed  fully elsewhere (Hall and  Jacques, 
1983; J e sso p  e t al, 1988; Gamble, 1994). W hat is less contestable is th a t 
th e  New R ight ag en d a  relied heavily u p o n  a  re-em phasis  of a  certa in  
conception  of th e  B ritish  n a tio n  a s  a  cen tra l object of political debate. 
W hereas th e  postw ar political co n sen su s  w as b u ilt a round  a  class-based 
conception of society, th e  New Right preferred to ta lk  of the family and the 
n a tio n  a s  th e  fu n d a m en ta l u n its  of social life. W hereas th e  political 
co n sen su s  of th e  p o stw ar period relied upon  a  ‘social co n trac t’ to un ite  
otherw ise d isp a ra te  classes, th e  New Right agenda sought to create unity  
a ro u n d  a  p a rtic u la r  concep tion  of na tional identity. A key dim ension of 
th is  identity  w as held  to be  re sp ec t for au thority  and, so, for th e  rule of 
law.

M any of th e  th em es ou tlined  in  th is  C hapter are  good exem plars of the 
New R acism  d e sc rib e d  by B ark e r in  1981. This form  of rac ism  is 
rem in iscen t of th e  cu ltu ra l rac ism  th a t enjoyed currency am ongst B ritish 
im perialists in  th e  la te  n in e teen th  century  a t a  tim e w hen crude biological 
r a c e  th in k in g  w as  in c re a s in g ly  d isc red ited  (Rich, 1990). W hat
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d istingu ished  th e  New Right position in  the 1970s was th e  argum ent th a t 
pub lic  co n cern  a b o u t im m igration , however m isinform ed, w as a  rea l 
phenom enon  a n d  so w orthy  of recognition by politicians. This effectively 
suggested  th a t  rac ism  w as a  prim ordial instinct, based  on th e  fear of 
s tra n g e rs , a n d  th e reb y  it ignored th e  socia lly -situated  d im ension  of 
racism . A s im ila r u n d e rs ta n d in g  of racism  h a s  been  advanced by th e  
French Front N ationale , a n d  w as m entioned in  the d iscussion  of th e  ‘race 
riots’ of 1958-59, d iscu ssed  in  C hapter Four. It was th is k ind of logic th a t 
u n d e rp in n e d  th e  C onservatives’ com m itm ent to tig h ten  im m igration  
during  th e  la te  1970s. T he argum ent w as th a t su ch  a  policy h a d  to be 
pursued  b ecau se  of genuine public concern. The validity of these  concerns 
rem ained u n q u estio n ed  b ecause  they were held to be an  inevitable feature 
of a  m ulti-e thn ic  society. This conception of racism  as a n  inheren t hum an  
tra it w as im p o rtan t b ecau se  it m eant th a t politicians could adopt a  coded 
approach  w hereby  they  cou ld  reinforce fundam entally  rac is t a ttitu d es , 
because th ese  reflected ‘public concern’, whilst m aintaining th a t they  were 
actually n eu tra l a n d  n o t racialised.

Such coded d iscu ssio n s  w ere also evident after the u n rest in  T ottenham  in 
1985. M any of th e  new spaper articles rarely m ade direct reference to th e  
ethnicity of th o se  involved b u t  talked instead  abou t you ths and  problem s 
of the  in n e r city. Effectively these  kind  of term s becam e m etaphorical and  
were u sed  a s  a  code for ‘b lack  people’. Once th e  new spapers identified 
‘h u n d red s  of W est In d ian  y o u th s’ ba ttlin g  w ith  the police, or suggested  
th a t th e  e s ta te ’s  p o p u la tio n  w as ‘m ostly  b lack’, th e  debate  condem ning 
those involved could  b e  conducted  w ithout fu rth er explicit reference to 
th e ir  ‘ra c e ’. T h is ten d en cy  to  invoke ideas ab o u t ‘race’ w ithou t d irect 
reference to ideas ab o u t biology, genetics, or skin-colour reflects th e  th ird  
d im ension  of th e  critica l re a lis t rac ia lisa tion  problem atic described  in  
C hapter One.

The a sso c ia tio n  of th e  d is tu rb a n c e s  a t  B roadw ater F arm  w ith  those  
elsewhere also served to  draw  attention, albeit implicitly, to the  ethnicity of 
the partic ipan ts. D iscussion  of Broadwater Farm  in conjunction w ith other 
a reas  w hich  w itnessed  disorder, su c h  a s  Brixton or H andsw orth, is a n  
exam ple of Hall e t aVs, (1978: 329, em phasis in  original) com m ent th a t 
‘th e  specification of certa in  venues  ... reactivates earlier an d  su b seq u en t 
a s so c ia tio n s ’. O nce reference h ad  been  m ade to th ese  localities, th e
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new spapers  did no t need  to d raw  any  fu rth er a tten tion  to the  ethnicity of 
th o se  they  w ere d iscu ss in g  — th e  read er already knew  th a t th ese  were 
b la c k  people. V an  D ijk  (1991) m ade a  sim ilar po in t ab o u t th e  p ress  
coverage of m inority  e th n ic  g roups w hen he wrote of the  ‘sc rip t’ w hich 
u n d e rp in s  s u c h  artic les. The concept of the  ‘scrip t’ stem s from  th e  fact 
th a t  p ress  sto ries, necessarily , do no t con tain  every piece of inform ation 
re la tin g  to  a n  event. T he s to ry  th u s  relies upon th e  read er b ringing  a  
‘baggage’ of th e ir  own preconceived understand ings and  stereotypes of the  
m a tte r  in  h a n d . In  a n y  p a rtic u la r  in stan ce  of public disorder, th e  m edia 
coverage ca n n o t be iso la ted  a s  th o u g h  readers h ad  no prior exposure to 
im ages from  previous coverage. The construction  of racialised im ages in  
th e  m edia over m any decades illu stra tes  the  second feature of th e  critical 
rea lis t m odel outlined  in  C h ap te r One, w hich s tresses  the  im portance of 
historically  generated  ideas to und erstan d in g s of ‘race’ in  any one context. 
In  th e  case  of th e  d iso rders a t  B roadw ater Farm , th e  press coverage an d  
political reac tio n  ca n n o t b e  iso lated  from m ore en trenched m edia racism  
w hich , for y e a rs , h a d  iden tified  young  b lack  m en  a s  crim inal a n d  
th rea ten ing  (H artm ann  an d  H usband , 1974; Searle, 1989; van  Dijk, 1990).

The p redom inan t explanations following th e  disorders a t Broadw ater Farm  
fitted  nea tly  in to  the  b ro ad er ideological project an d  reinforced th e  New 
Right s truggle to  a s s e r t  its  d iscourse  over others. By blam ing th e  b lack  
population , e ith e r im plicitly o r in  th e  coded language of debates  ab o u t 
in n e r cities, m ore difficult questio n s  for th e  governm ent, ab o u t racism , 
d isc r im in a tio n , o r so c io -eco n o m ic  p ro b lem s, cou ld  b e  avoided . 
F u rtherm ore , th is  p rocess  of rac ia lisa tion  also reaffirmed th e  ideological 
construc tion  of B ritish  identity  a s  peaceable, tolerant, and  law abiding. In  
th is  sense, th e  denial o f th e  B ritish  legacy of disorder reinforced th e  notion 
th a t  th e  b lam e  for th e  d is tu rb a n c e s  began  an d  ended w ith  th e  b lack  
com m unity. There w as little  or no th ing  th a t  was conceptually new  in  the  
debates  a b o u t m inority  ethn ic  g roups th a t  followed these  events, so the  
p rocess of rac ia lisa tio n  canno t b e  adequately  explained solely in  term s of 
th e  ideological or econom ic req u irem en ts  of Thatcherism . However, th e  
u rb a n  u n re s t a t  T o tten h am  in  1985 occurred a t a  tim e w hich created  a  
rem arkable  opportu n ity  for w ell-established racialised them es of national 
identity  an d  public o rder to com bine together.
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T he c ritica l re a lis t rac ia lisa tio n  problem atic th u s  enab les a  coheren t 
ana lysis  of th e  debates w hich  followed the d isorders a t Broadw ater Farm  
in  O ctober 1985. T he m an n e r in  w hich ideas ab o u t ‘race’ were u sed  to 
u n d e rs ta n d  th e  events c an n o t be understood  a p a r t  from the  p a rticu la r 
tem poral a n d  sp a tia l c ircum stances of the u n rest. The local rep u ta tio n  of 
B roadw ater F arm  w as su c h  th a t  d isorder w as widely an ticipated , an d  
national debates a n d  specific developm ents in  o ther cities also contributed 
to th is expectation.

Historically prevalent notions w ere also im portant, though. One exam ple of 
th is  is  th e  axiom atic view th a t  ‘m ulti-racial’ com m unities were inheren tly  
p rob lem atic  and  difficult to  police. This view w as evident in  the  debates 
ou tlin ed  in  re sp e c t of B ro ad w ater F arm  a n d  th e  o ther case s tu d ie s  
reviewed in  th is  th e s is . T he diversity  of rac ia lised  discourse, a n o th e r 
fea tu re  of th e  m odel, w as evident in  these  debates, for exam ple, in  the  
different a rgum en ts  w hich w ere applied to black wom en com pared to b lack 
m en. This exam ple also  illu s tra te s  som ething of th e  articu lation  betw een 
racialised  ideas a n d  o th er is su e s  of debate, su c h  a s  gender relations or 
u rb an  decline.
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S o u th  Africa an d  events on  B roadw ater Farm  (see, for example, Race 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion

Introduction

To conclude th is  s tu d y  of th e  racialisation of disorder in B ritain  it is useful 
to u n d e r ta k e  som e com parative an a ly sis  of th e  four case s tu d ies . In 
draw ing ou t v ario u s  p o in ts  of congruence an d  divergence betw een the  
events, b roader a n d  deeper insigh ts can  be gained into th e  ways in  which 
public  d iso rder h a s  b een  u n d ersto o d  in  resp ect of ‘race ’ an d  na tional 
identity  in  Britain. Racialised discourse h as  been used  bo th  to explain and 
m arg in a lise  th e  com plex social dynam ics w hich  have lu rked  in  the  
shadow s of u rb a n  u n res t. The analysis  is necessarily  lim ited to th e  four 
case  s tu d ie s  th a t  have b een  conducted . However, s tu d y  of th ese  four 
in s ta n c e s  of p u b lic  d iso rd er does illu s tra te  how  certa in  them es have 
regularly  appeared  in  th e  political reactions to su ch  events an d  how  the 
ten d en cy  to a rg u e  th a t  B rita in  is essen tia lly  a n  orderly  coun try  h as  
entailed  incu lpating  a  racialised  ‘o ther’. The racialisation  of d isorder has 
been cen tra l to th e  conservative explanation of public disorder, a s  outlined 
by B enyon (1987), a s  it involves th e  denial, or a t  least the  downplaying, of 
social explanations of u n res t. The m ore general points ab o u t racialisation, 
identified as th e  resea rch  them es in  th e  C hapter One, are  reconsidered in 
the  light of the in tervening d iscussion  of the specific case studies.

M uch of the  d iscussion  in  th is  conclusion focuses on the factors show n in 
Table 3, w hich provides a  fram ew ork for th e  argum ents. It is  suggested 
th a t th e  racia lisa tion  of d isorder in  th e  1980s an d  the  claim  th a t B ritain  
had  been  a  traditionally  orderly na tion  were com plem entary processes th a t 
bo th  have a  long history. In  the  Table, the lines which su rro u n d  each  cell 
should  b e  regarded a s  perm eable: they  do no t represen t every facet of the 
debates w hich followed each  incident of disorder and  are interrelated.

Two m ain  them es for d iscussion  a re  highlighted in  the Table — th a t of the 
racia lisa tion  of each  inc iden t of d isorder, an d  those concerning law  and  
order. These them es a re  highlighted for two m ain reasons. First, because 
th e  a rgum en ts  th a t  u rb a n  d isorder w as racialised in th e  1980s m ake it 
instructive to consider th e  h istorical an tecedents of th is process. W hilst it 
is n o t suggested  th a t  th is  h a s  occurred  in  a n  even m an n er from 1919 
th rough  to  1985, som ething  is revealed about discourse of B ritish identity
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Table 3: Law, order, and the racialisation of 
urban unrest — four cases

Themes Liverpool
1910

London
1930s

Nottingham and 
Notting Hill 

1958-59

Broadwater
Farm
1985

Racialised
discourse

naturalised 
social problems

articulated with
gendered
discourse

black people 
removed from 
the colonial city

traditional 
grievances against 
Jews were cause 
of violence

articulated with 
the notion of a 
British culture of 
tolerance

naturalised 
social problems

articulated with 
gendered 
discourse, 
criminalisation, 
sind immigration

‘cultural 
difference* 
explained the 
violence

gendered
racialisation

coded discourse 
articulated with 
notions of a 
crisis in law and 
order

'Law and
order*
discourse

relatively minor 
reaction

disorder was a  
result of 
unsophisticated 
reaction to ‘real’ 
problems

violence seen as 
anathema to 
British social and 
political traditions

concern over 
emergence of 
‘Continental* form 
of politics

signifier of social 
malaise

disorder seen as 
alien to tolerant 
British tradition

blamed on white 
‘riff-raff

issue of primary 
concern

law and order 
crisis was 
symptomatic of 
‘multi-racial’ 
society, and 
blamed on 
criminality of 
black youths

by  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of each  in c id en t th ro u g h  th e  ‘p rism ’ of ‘race  
th ink ing ’ (Hall, 1978b: 30). T he second, re la ted , reaso n  for exam ining 
th e se  th em es is to  challenge th e  den ial of B rita in ’s legacy of public 
disorder, w hich  becam e increasingly  w idespread in  the  1980s an d  relied 
u p o n  the  rac ia lisa tio n  of u n re s t  th a t  w as highlighted in  the  final case 
s tu d y  in  C hapter Five. By locating the  genesis of the  problem in  th e  black 
com m unity , p e rh a p s  b e c a u se  of d y sfu n c tio n a l fam ilies o r in n a te  
crim inality, th e  a rgum en t could be m ade th a t  the problem  w as prim arily 
cau sed  by th e  p resen ce  of b lack  people in  th e  in n er city. T h u s it was 
implied th a t th e  roo ts of u rb a n  u n re s t were shallow  — only extending a s  
far b ack  a s  1948 w hen  th e  d isem barkation  of 400 or so ‘W est Ind ian’
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m ig ran ts  from  th e  SS E m pire  W indrush  began th e  postw ar period of 
African C aribbean  im m igration into Britain.

In  the  final p a rt of th e  C h ap te r it is argued  th a t bo th  of these  factors — 
ra c ia lisa tio n  a n d  th e  law  a n d  order d iscourse  — can  be  m ore fully 
understood  by draw ing u p o n  C ohen’s (1988) notion of ‘codes of breeding’, 
an d  M iles’ (1993) concep t o f th e  ‘rac ia lisa tio n  of th e  in te rio r’. It is 
su g g ested  th a t  th e se  co n cep ts  illu s tra te  the  m an n e r in  w hich  the  
conservative u n d erstan d in g  of public d isorder denies any  social cause  of 
u rb an  u n re s t and  effectively blam es individual actors.

The racialisation o f disorder

The d iscu ssio n s  of each  indiv idual case s tu d y  have show n th a t a  m ajor 
them e in  explaining th e  d iso rder h a s  entailed a  racialised understand ing  
of the  events. The lite ra tu re  review in C hapter One delineated th e  concept 
of racialisation  by developing th e  ideas of some key th inkers (Miles, 1989; 
Solomos, 1993; Small, 1994). Racialisation is a  complex and  contradictory 
process w hereby social re la tions, in  th is  context public disorder, come to 
be  u n d e rs to o d  by  d isco u rse  w hich  a ssu m e s  th a t  h u m an k in d  can  be 
categorised in to  d iscreet ‘ra c e s ’, an d  th a t  these  categories possess som e 
explanatory power. As w as explained in  C hapter One, racialised ideas are 
used  to simplify w h at are, in  fact, fractured  and  m ulticausal events. They 
a re  also  u sed , on som e b u t  n o t every occasion, effectively to apportion  
blam e an d , thereby  to exonerate , certa in  groups of people. The critical 
rea list m odel ind icated  th a t  racia lised  ideas evident in  any  p a rticu la r 
s itu a tio n  a re  d e term ined  by  th e  specific con tex t in  q u estio n  an d  by 
prevailing historically estab lished  discourse.

Miles (1989: 80) suggested  th a t  racialised discourse offers ‘a  practically  
adequate  w ay of u n d erstan d in g  th e  world’, and  although the  n a tu re  of the 
p rocess in  each  case  considered  here h a s  been  different, racia lisa tion  
perform ed ju s t  su ch  a  role in  each  of the  cases of disorder stud ied  in  th is 
th esis . However, a lth o u g h  rac ia lised  d iscou rse  provides a  h eu ris tic  
fram ew ork for each  in s tan ce  of disorder, the  significance of ideas ab o u t 
‘race’ is n o t the  sam e in  every case. This fu rther reflects the  first aspect of 
th e  critical rea lis t ap p ro ach  developed in  C hapter One — w hich is th a t 
racialisation  is contingent u p o n  the  particu lar context in  w hich it occurs. 
The underlying ideas ab o u t ‘race ’ in  the context of 1919, for example, were
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relatively axiom atic an d  a  m atte r of ‘common sense*. In  th e  afterm ath  of 
B roadw ater F arm , by co n tra s t, racia lised  exp lanations h ad  becom e of 
ideological im portance. They were m ore th a n  ju s t  a  way of understand ing  
th e  ev en ts  th em se lv es  — they  a lso  explicitly re so n a ted  w ith  w ider 
ideological developm en ts. T h is p o in t draw s u p o n  Hall’s  (1996: 431) 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f G ram sc i’s  d is tin c tio n  betw een  com m on sen se  an d  
ideology, w h ich  is  th a t  th e  form er is a  d isjointed form  of trad itional 
wisdom com pared  to th e  relative coherence of the  latter.

Before th ese  a rg u m en ts  a re  explored in  greater detail, by expanding upon 
the  po in ts listed in  the  Table 3, a  num ber of broad sim ilarities betw een the 
racialised u n d ers tan d in g  of each  event will first be highlighted. There seem 
to be  m any  a re a s  of congruence in  th e  way in  w hich ideas ab o u t ‘race’ 
have been  u sed  in  debates ab o u t each  instance of disorder, b u t th is  took a  
su b stan tiv e ly  d ifferen t fo rm  in  th e  case of th e  1985 d is tu rb an ces  a t  
B roadw ater F a rm . T h is  is  consid e red  fu rth e r  below, an d  th e n  th e  
a rtic u la tio n  b e tw een  th is  d isco u rse  an d  o th e r them es, m o st no tably  
gender, is exam ined in  o rd er to dem onstra te  th a t the  specific context of 
any  inciden t is  c rucia l to  a  thorough  understand ing . This reinforces the 
theoretica l p o in t th a t  rac ia lisa tio n  canno t be considered a s  a  s ingu lar 
phenom enon b u t  ra th e r  sh o u ld  be considered a s  a  partia l, contradictory, 
and  differential p rocess (Miles, 1993; Solomos, 1993; R attansi, 1994). This 
feature w as ou tlined  in  th e  th ird  a sp ec t of the  critical rea list racialisation 
problem atic developed in  C hapter One.

It seem s c lear th a t  rac ia lised  ideas were u sed  in  each  case of public 
d isorder to  ra tio n a lise  com plex social processes, w hich could have been  
explained in  an y  n u m b er of o ther w ays. For example, there  is no  reason  
why th e  d is tu rb a n c e s  in  Liverpool in  1919 could  n o t have  b een  
predom inantly  in terp re ted  in  term s of the  socio-economic problem s facing 
the  m en  re tu rn in g  from  th e  w ar. Of course, it is clear th a t, on one level, 
the  disorders w ere p rim arily  defined by those w hite people on th e  stree ts  
who in terp re ted  th e ir  ow n s itu a tio n  via a  racialised prism  w ith im m ediate 
and  alarm ing consequence. W hat is less clear, however, is why politicians, 
jo u rn a lis ts , sen io r police officers, a n d  civil servan ts should  readily adopt 
th is  p articu la r d iscourse . T h a t there  w as no significant challenge to th is 
u n d ers tan d in g  su g g ests  th a t  it w as regarded as  a  m atte r of self-evident 
com m on sense . Even w h en  o ther factors, su ch  a s  unem ploym ent, were

189



Conclusion

alluded  to, illu s tra tin g  th e  way in  w hich racialised discourse articu la tes 
w ith  o ther factors — a s  th e  critical realist model indicates — th e  presence 
of a  d istinc t racialised  group w as still considered to be  the  root cause. T hat 
b lack res id en ts  in  Liverpool a n d  elsewhere were Voluntarily repatria ted ’ to 
th e  C aribbean , reg ard less  of th e ir  country  or even continen t of origin, 
ind icates a  b ipo lar division betw een the  ‘British’ an d  the undifferentiated 
colonial ‘o th ers’.

T he re a so n  w hy rac ia lised  ex p lan a tio n s  were so  readily  g rasp ed  to 
in te rp re t th e se  d is tu rb a n c e s  can n o t be found solely in te rm s of th e  
m aterial events them selves. This reflects the  theoretical point th a t  ‘race’ is 
a  so c ia lly -co n s tru c ted  concep t ra th e r  th a n  one based  in  biological, 
env ironm en ta l, o r c u ltu ra l reality . The context of B rita in ’s role a s  a  
colonial pow er, a lbe it one a t th e  beginning of a  long decline, provided a  
ready fram ew ork (Rich, 1994; Young, 1995) in w hich racialised discourse 
could be d raw n  u p o n  to  provide a n  easy und erstan d in g  of events. This 
dem onstra tes one w ay in  w hich th e  historical generation of racialised ideas 
im pacts u p o n  u n d e rs tan d in g s  of ‘race’ in  any specific situation , a  point 
outlined in  th e  critical realist model.

The analysis  in  C h ap te r Three show s th a t  the Jew ish  com m unity in  the  
E a st End of London a n d  elsewhere were, to some degree, held responsible 
by opinion leaders for th e  hostility directed against them  during  the  mid- 
1930s. They becam e th e  focus of concern an d  their presence w as held to 
b e  th e  p ro b lem  req u irin g  a tte n tio n  — ju s t  a s  m u ch  a s  th o se  who 
physically  th re a te n e d  them . In  th is  case, th e  racialised  acco u n t w hich 
partly  b lam ed th e  Jew s  for the  hostility  they received articu la ted , a s  th e  
critical rea lis t m odel explains, w ith  sim ilar argum ents w hich suggested 
th a t  o th e r  g ro u p s  involved in  th e  d is tu rb a n c es , b o th  fa sc is t a n d  
com m unist, w ere adopting  ‘un-E nglish’ or ‘Continental’ political practices. 
Holmes (1991: 32-4) illustra ted  th e  fallacy of the argum ent th a t hostility to 
Jew s w as alien  to th e  national charac ter in  his brief account of th e  extent 
of estab lishm en t an ti-S em itism  in  B ritain  during th e  first decades of the  
tw entieth  cen tu ry . Indeed, h is observation (1991: 33) th a t ‘fascist an ti- 
Sem itism  is  re latively  easy  to detect, b u t fascism  did n o t p o ssess  a  
monopoly of an ti-S em itic  sen tim en t in  the  1930s’, m u st be considered a n  
u n d e rs ta te m e n t. I t w as  often claim ed th a t  the  ‘ind igenous’ n a tio n a l 
political c u ltu re  w as b o th  to leran t of Jew s1 and n a tu ra lly  re s is ta n t to
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in ferior foreign m eth o d s. T he a rg u m en t th a t B rita in  w as sym pathetic  
tow ards Jew ish  a n d  o ther m inorities appears to be, on the  surface a t  least, 
a  liberal an d  open-m inded position  to adopt. However, th e  idea th a t  the 
p re sen c e  of s u c h  g ro u p s  n ec e ss ita te s  su c h  a  resp o n se  im plied, as  
Goldberg (1993: 7) noted, th a t  they were somehow ‘morally repugnan t’ and 
therefore required  toleration.

The d is tu rb an ces  in  N ottingham  an d  Notting Hill in  1958-59 were also 
racialised. They could have b een  explained principally in relation to issues 
su ch  a s  over-crowded housing, for example, b u t references to im m igration 
in  debates  ab o u t th e  d iso rders indicate  th a t these  social problem s were 
understood  th ro u g h  a  racialised  lens. This is especially ap p aren t in  th a t 
th e  deb a tes  co n cen tra ted  o n  ‘coloured’ im m igration, w hich w as in  fact 
relatively m inor a n d  so, in  num erica l term s, could no t be  sensib ly  held 
responsible for th e  m ateria l problem s th a t undoubtedly existed. The 1962 
Com m onw ealth Im m igran ts Act did no t directly arise from th ese  events, 
b u t  in s te a d  th e  leg is la tio n  reflec ted  a  rac ia lised  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of 
im m igration w h ich  h a d  been  estab lished  for som e years p rio r to th ese  
d is tu rb an ces . T he Act legalised a  sy stem  of control w hich  h ad  been  
inform ally nego tia ted  betw een  B rita in  an d  th e  colonies, b u t it d id  not 
re p re se n t a  q ualita tively  new  ap p ro ach  to ‘coloured’ m igration  to  the  
‘m other country*.

In  1985, rac ia lised  a rg u m en ts  were employed to ra tionalise  th e  events 
w hich occurred  in  T ottenham . W hether or no t a  m ajority of th e  people 
involved w ere b lack , th e  d iso rd e rs  w ere rac ia lised  in  th a t  a s  th is  
phenotypical fac to r w as invested  w ith  explanatory power. The issu e  of 
concern  becam e n o t ju s t  how  to respond  to th e  p a rticu la r p roblem  of 
u rb an  u n re s t b u t th e  m uch  b roader an d  culturally-racist consideration of 
th e  s ta tu s  of th e  en tire  b lack  population  in  British society. The disorders 
a t  B roadw ater F arm  w ere racialised b y  th e  B ritish media, police officers, 
backbench  MPs, an d  m ore senior M inisters, b u t th is  w as noth ing  new as  it 
h a s  been  a  regu lar feature of d iscourse surrounding  public d isorder — as 
th e  o ther case s tu d ie s  in  th is  thesis  indicate. This reflects the  im portance 
of historically p revalen t ideas to  a n  u n derstand ing  of racialisation in  any 
p a rtic u la r  in stan ce , a  po in t m ade in  th e  second featu re  of th e  critical 
realist model.
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As well a s  en jo in ing  w ith  o th e r ideological concerns, su c h  a s  those  
regard ing  law  a n d  order an d  th e  inner city, it is clear th a t  th e  racialised 
d isc o u rse  su rro u n d in g  th e  d is tu rb a n c e s  a t  B roadw ater F a rm  also  
a rticu la ted  strongly  w ith  gendered stereotypes of the  b lack  com m unity. 
Evidence o f a rtic u la tio n  betw een  racialised ideas an d  o ther issu es  of 
co n cern  h a s  b een  prov ided  in  each  of th e  case s tu d ies, a n d  is a n  
im portan t d im ension of th e  critical realist model employed in  th is  thesis. It 
w as show n in  C hapter Five th a t different argum ents were advanced abou t 
b lack  m en, com pared to b lack  women, although analysis of th is  dim ension 
h a s  generally been  ab sen t from discussions of the  reactions to the  unrest. 
In  p a rtic u la r, th e  su p p o sed  culpability  of b lack  wom en w as evident in  
s ta te m e n ts  w h ich  s te reo ty p ed  th em  a s  dom ineering  m a tria rc h s  or 
em phasised  th e ir  s ta tu s  a s  m others. It w as implied in  p ress  an d  o ther 
coverage th a t  it w as th e  b lack  wom en who failed to m ain tain  order on the  
es ta te , a n d  so  w ere co-responsib le  for th e  u n re s t even if they  did n o t 
directly participate.

T he ra c ia lise d  d isc o u rse  su rro u n d in g  th e se  d is tu rb a n c e s  b ecam e 
interw oven w ith  th e  su b jec t of o ther p ress  concerns su c h  a s  ‘loony left’ 
local au th o rities , an d  w ith  a  perceived collapse of order in in n e r cities. 
This conflation of them es h a s  been  noted in th e  case of o ther d isorders 
and , in  particu lar, in  th e  way th a t  the  nam es of certain  locations become 
signifiers of u rb a n  conflict (Hall e t a l  1978; Keith, 1993). An exam ple of 
th is  can  be seen  in  the  descrip tion of Broadw ater Farm  as  ‘n o rth  London’s 
B rixton’, a n  analogy w hich  allowed for a  coded d iscussion  of racialised  
them es, w hich drew u p o n  prevailing images of crime and  disorder am ongst 
th e  b lack  com m unity  in  th a t  so u th  London borough. This reflects th e  
second feature  of the  critical rea list model, w hich is th a t racialised ideas 
a re  n o t w holly d ep en d en t u p o n  specific c ircu m stan ces  b u t  a re  also 
influenced by  a lready  es tab lish ed  discourse. In  su ch  a  way, com m ents 
ab o u t th e  position  of b lack  people can  be m ade in  a n  implicit way behind  
th e  facade of a n  ap p aren tly  ‘colour-blind’ a rgum ent abou t in n er cities, 
poor re la tio n s  betw een ‘th e  com m unity’ — a  com m on euphem ism  for 
m inority ethnic groups — and  the  police, and  related issues.

O nce a  locality h a s  b e en  explicitly labelled a s  a n  a rea  of h igh  b lack  
resid en ce  a  coded a c c o u n t of its  problem s can  be given, w hich  is 
und erp in n ed  by assu m p tio n s  ab o u t ‘race’. The local p ress  in  T ottenham
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‘d em on ised ’ B roadw ater F a rm  for a  period of m any  y ears  p rio r to th e  
u n re s t in  1985. This did n o t alw ays entail explicitly racialised argum ents. 
T he  co d ed  n a tu r e  of th e  ra c ia lise d  d eb a te s  w h ich  followed th e  
d is tu rb an ces  a t  B roadw ater F arm  reflected a  cen tra l fea tu re  of the  ‘new  
racism ’ described by M artin  B arker (1981). It is a  noticeable feature of th is  
case  s tu d y  w hich  w as n o t ev iden t in  th e  earlier cases of disorder. The 
ideological a r tic u la tio n  b e tw een  th ese  coded d iscu ssio n s  of ‘race’ an d  
them es of law  an d  order a n d  B ritish  national identity w as a  key feature  of 
th e  d ebates  following th e  d iso rd ers  in T ottenham  in  1985, an d  it fu rth er 
illu stra tes th e  critical rea list m odel employed in th is  s tudy  .

A key advantage of th e  critical rea list racialisation problem atic, developed 
in  C h ap te r One, a n d  u tilised  th ro u g h o u t th is  thesis , is th a t  it explicitly 
h ighlights th e  articu la tio n  betw een  ideas abou t ‘race ’ and  o ther socially- 
generated  concepts. The n a tu re  of the  debate a b o u t ‘race ’ a n d  class is 
d iscussed  in  C hap ter One. O ne problem  of the M arxist approach  is th a t by 
em phasis ing  th e  cen tra lity  of econom ic relations th e  influence of o ther 
d im ensions rem ains relatively ignored. One aim  of th is  s tu d y  h a s  been  to 
illu s tra te  th e  re la tio n s  b e tw een  racialised  debates a n d  o th er d iscourse, 
an d  th is  is  considered fu rth e r in  the  following paragraphs.

G ender a n d  sex u a l re la tio n s  w ere com m on is su e s  in  th e  rac ia lised  
d iscourse  w hich  followed th e  u n re s t in  N ottingham  a n d  N otting Hill in  
1958-59  a n d  a t  Liverpool in  1919. In  bo th  cases, rac ia lisa tio n  w as 
m ediated th ro u g h  concerns a b o u t sexual relations betw een b lack  m en and  
w hite w om en. As d iscu ssed  in  C hap ters Three an d  Five, th is  effectively 
inculpated  bo th  p artie s  in  th e  origins of th e  u n rest w hilst a t  th e  sam e tim e 
exonerating th e  w hite m en  w ho, in  each case, appear to have in itiated  th e  
ac tu a l physical a ttack s . This a rticu la tion  betw een racialised an d  gendered 
acco u n ts  reflects a  specific a n d  cen tra l them e of d iscourse su rro u n d in g  
b lack  people, w hich h a s  b een  m ore or less  central to th e  developm ent of 
‘race  th in k in g ’ s in ce  th e  em ergence of scientific rac ism  in  th e  m id ­
n in e teen th  century .2 The is su e  of m iscegenation w as cen tra l to th e  entire 
debate  ab o u t w hether b lack  a n d  white people were m em bers of the  sam e 
‘race*. It w as suggested  th a t  if  breeding betw een b lacks an d  w hites w as 
possible, an d  su b seq u en t generations were fertile, th en  th is  would resolve
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th e  po lygenesis t versus m onogenesist debate in  favour of the  la tter school 
(B an ton , 1987: c h a p te r  2; Rich, 1990: ch ap te r 6). Young (1995: 9) 
recorded  th a t:

The debates about theories of race in the nineteenth century, by settling 
on the possibility or impossibility of hybridity, focused explicitly on the 
issue of sexuality and the issue of sexual unions between whites and 
blacks.

Y oung a lso  rev ea led  so m e th in g  a b o u t th e  con trad ic to ry  n a tu re  of 
rac ia lisa tio n  w h en  he  highlighted th e  tacit acceptance of sexual relations 
betw een  w h ite  m en  an d  b la ck  w om en in  the  colonies, w hilst relations 
betw een  b la c k  m en  a n d  w h ite  w om en were considered ab h o rren t and  
th rea ten in g  to  th e  colonial h ierarchy  (Young, 1995: chap ter six). W hilst the 
concerns o f th e  au th o ritie s  to m ain ta in  the ‘colour line’ (Du Bois, 1982) in 
th e  colonies w ere  no t evident in  1958-59, since the  repatria tion  of b lack 
m en  to th e  colonies w as no longer a  viable option,3 it is apparen t th a t w hat 
H yam  (1990: 203) te rm s th e  ‘q u in tessen tia l taboo’ of sexual relations 
betw een  b la c k  m en  a n d  w hite  w om en was a  con tinu ing  feature  of th is  
period . In d eed , th is  is su e  rem ain s  a n  occasional fea tu re  of racialised  
debates a s  a  b rie f  exchange in  the le tters  page of the  G uardian new spaper 
illu s tra ted  in  J u n e  1996. Following a n  article by the geneticist Professor 
Steve Jo n e s , co rrespondence m ade explicit reference to in terbreeding  in 
order to provide ontological justifica tion  for biologists’ continued u se  of the 
term  ‘race’.4

The specificity  of racialised  d iscourse  an d  the im portance of insisting  on 
th e  p lu ra lity  o f rac ism s, a  key fea tu re  of the critical rea list racialisation 
p rob lem atic , a re  fu rth e r illu s tra te d  by the  veiy different them es w hich 
w ere d raw n  u p o n  in  the  debate  concerning the position of Jew s in  B ritain  
d u rin g  th e  1930s. A lthough they  w ere effectively blam ed by m any for the 
rac ism  w h ich  w as  directed  ag a in s t them , th is w as no t explained in  the 
sam e  te rm s  a s  in  th e  even ts in  1919 or 1958-59. The issue  of sexual 
re la tions be tw een  Jew s a n d  non-Jew s w as ab sen t from the  d iscussion  of 
th e  origin of th e  ‘n a tu ra l’ dislike th a t  the  latter were held to have tow ards 
th e  form er. In s tead , o ther com plain ts were m ade w hich resounded w ith  
trad itio n a l c la im s th a t Jew s were m anipulative in  b u sin ess , p resen ted  
so m e  k in d  o f  h e a l th  r is k , a n d  w ere overly occup ied  w ith  a n
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in te rn a tio n a lism  th a t  se t th em  a p a r t  from ‘the  B ritish ’.5 As Lebzelter 
(1978: 93) a rg u ed  Jew s w ere system atically  ju x taposed  ag a in st th e  
B ritish  society a t  large an d  accused  of anti-B ritish behaviour’.

The Jew s in  th e  E a st E nd  of London were effectively racialised following 
th e  d iso rd e rs  in  th e  1930s in  a  m an n e r w hich  provided a  ready  
e x p lan a tio n  o f w h a t h a p p e n ed . In  th is  sen se , th e  d isco u rse  w as 
functionally  s im ilar to those  ab o u t b lack  people in  1919, 1958-59, an d  
1985. However, rac ia lisa tion  is n o t a  singular process, it is specific to a  
p articu la r context, partia l an d  relies upon  and  revisits a  certain  historical 
collection of m y ths an d  stereotypes, a s  the critical realist model explains. 
T h u s, th e  n a tu re  of th e  a rg u m en t ab o u t Jew s w as different to o ther 
d isco u rse  a n d  a r tic u la te d  w ith  d ifferent issu es . W hereas rac ia lised  
a rg u m en ts  a b o u t b lack-w hite re la tions evolved in  te rm s of a  supposed  
sexual th rea t, those  ab o u t Jew s revolved around  o ther agendas. Although 
there  were sim ilarities an d  a reas  of overlap between them , the  m ultiplicity 
of racism s ought no t to be overlooked.

It is clear from  th e  analysis in  th is  thesis  th a t the racialisation of disorder 
in  th e  1980s w as no t a  new  phenom enon. The th ree  cases from  o ther 
periods of th e  tw entieth  cen tu iy  dem onstrate  th is point and  illustra te  how 
th e  process of racialisation, w hilst sim ilar in  the  exam ples considered in  
th is  s tu d y , is  n o n e th e le ss  con trad ic to ry  an d  highly specific to each  
pa rticu la r case. The a re  also sim ilarities an d  differences in  th e  law and  
order d iscourse u sed  in  reactions to  the  four cases of disorder an d  these 
receive fu rth e r  com parison  an d  exam ination  in  th e  p a rag rap h s  w hich 
follow.

The 4law and order9 tradition

A key featu re  of m any  reactions to th e  d isorders of the 1980s was th e  
assertio n  th a t  su c h  behaviour w as no t in  keeping w ith  British traditions. 
S u ch  views w ere epitom ised by th e  claim  from th e  Com m issioner of the 
M etropolitan Police, S ir K enneth  Newman, th a t the events w itnessed  in  
Tottenham  in  1985 were ‘alien’ to B ritish  streets. The case s tud ies  provide 
two in teresting  add itions to th is  debate. First, they fu rther dem onstra te  
th a t  th e  claim  th a t  B ritish  h is to ry  h a s  been  relatively free of public 
d iso rd er is a  gross sim plification. It m ay be th a t certa in  periods have
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enjoyed relative pub lic  tranquillity , b u t  B ritish  history  con ta in s m any 
exam ples of serious a n d  su s ta in ed  disorder (Morton, 1938; Rude, 1967; 
Thom pson, 1968; Pearson, 1983). The case studies outlined in  th is thesis  
provide fu rth e r  details  of p a rticu la r incidents of u rb an  u n re s t during the 
tw entieth  century . The second feature of th e  debate about law  an d  order of 
n o te  w as th e  in sis ten ce , in  each  case, th a t th e  p articu la r events were 
ab erran t, foreign, or unprecedented . Newman’s rem arks in  th e  m id-1980s 
w ere them selves echoes of previous claim s, su c h  as th a t  m entioned in 
C hap ter Three, th a t  public d isorder w as an  ‘un-B ritish  weed’, as  one MP 
described th e  violence su rround ing  the activities of the BUF in  the  1930s.6 
J u s t  a s  u rb a n  u n re s t w as no t new  in  th e  1980s, neither w as th e  assertion  
th a t  su ch  events w ere unheralded  in  B ritish history.

T h is den ia l w as p a r t  of a  b ro ad er p rocess w hereby politicians, police 
officers, a n d  n ew sp ap e r ed ito rs  so u g h t to d istance  them selves an d  
m a in s tre a m  socie ty  from  th e  d isorder. As considered fu rth e r  in  th is  
C hap ter, th e  den ial of th e  social root of d isorders is a  key featu re  of 
conservative exp lanations of u n res t. Benyon (1993: 9) characterised  th is 
position in  th e  following term s:

The conservative perspective tends to adopt an authoritarian, tough- 
minded approach, which em phasises discipline, deterrence and 
punishment. Support for the rule of law, and for the law enforcers, is 
stressed and permissiveness is rejected.

In  some respects  th e re  are sim ilarities between th is  conservative approach 
a n d  th e  p ro cesses  of rac ia lisa tio n  ana lysed  in  th is  th e s is . J u s t  as  
rac ia lisa tion  serves th e  view th a t  public disorder can  be explained by the  
im puted  ch aracteris tics  of certa in  groups involved, so the disorder can  be 
m arginalised  and  criticised by  suggesting th a t it is inconsisten t w ith the  
h isto ry  a n d  cu ltu re  of th e  na tion . S uch  a  view offers some sem blance of 
re a ssu ran c e  to th e  public, in  th a t  the  th re a t com es from those  who are  
‘ou tside’ th e  com m unity, an d  it also absolves politicians an d  th e  political 
system  of responsibility  for th e  events.

As d iscu ssed  in  th e  conclusion  to C hap ter Two, the d iso rders w hich 
occurred  in  Liverpool in  1919 elicited relatively little reaction  from the  
m edia or politicians, com pared to th e  la te r cases studied in  th is  thesis.
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D unn ing  e t aL (1987) dem onstrated  th e  pervasiveness of different forms of 
u n re s t  a n d  violence d u rin g  the  in terw ar years, and  th is m ay have m eant 
th a t  specific inciden ts w ere regarded  as  com m onplace, an d  so received 
little a tten tion . However, th e  u n res t su rrounding  Mosley’s  B ritish Union of 
F a sc is ts  a  decade a n d  a  h a lf  la te r  received considerab le  a tten tio n , 
a lth o u g h  th is  m ay be explained, in  part, by th e  fact th a t  he h ad  been  a  
sign ifican t political ac to r  p rio r to th e  events outlined in  C hap ter Three. 
O th er rea so n s  for th e  la ck  of political or m edia coverage of th e  1919 
d isorders could include technical an d  logistical features of the  p ress of the 
time, a n d  th e  ‘com petition’ for a  space th a t these events faced from other 
contem porary  developm ents, a  fea tu re  of the  news agenda in  any  period. 
Of course, th ese  factors a re  by no m eans incompatible, an d  it is likely th a t 
a  m ix ture  of them  offers th e  best explanation.

W hat is  interesting, though , is th a t even the relatively little a tten tion  th a t 
w as pa id  to th e  1919 d iso rders frequently  em phasised th a t th e  violence 
w as incom patible w ith B ritish  culture , and  h ad  no t been w itnessed before. 
Two fea tu re s  of th e  re sp o n se  to th e  d isorders of 1919 ind icated  th a t, 
fundam entally , i t  w as a ssu m ed  th a t  u rb a n  u n re s t w as an a th em a  to a  
supposed ly  ‘civilised’ B ritish  cu ltu re . F irst, th e  reso rt to  a  rep a tria tio n  
sch em e w hich  so u g h t to  rem ove th e  ‘problem ’ from th e  scene of th e  
conflic t effectively b lam ed  th e  m ig ran t seam en  for th e  violence. In  
‘re p a tr ia tin g ’ b lack  m ig ran ts  to th e  C aribbean  colonies, a  rac ia lised  
conception  of cu ltu ra l difference w as evident w hich suggested  th a t  the  
p resen ce  of th e  ‘co loured’ m en in  th e  p o rts  w as responsib le  for w hat 
h app en ed . The second fea tu re  of th e  ‘law and  order’ trad ition  th a t  w as 
im plicit in  responses to th e  disorders can  be seen  in  the condem nation of 
th e  w hite m en an d  w om en involved in  the  violence. Cohen’s  (1988) concept 
of ‘codes of breeding’ is usefu l in  understand ing  this, as  it draws upon  the 
cu ltu ra l im perialism  of elite groups who consider those who subscribe  to 
different norm s a s  inferior. In Liverpool in  1919 it can  be seen  th a t  the 
norm ative s tan d ard s , w hich  were held  by politicians, new spaper editors, 
civil se rv an ts , an d  sen io r police officers, w ere th a t public d isorder was 
deviant from  B ritish trad itions. The m yth of law and  order held th a t those 
who engaged in  civil d istu rbances, w hether they were based in th e  colonies 
or th e  w orking-class a re a s  of the city, existed outside of the  ‘im agined 
com m unity’ (Anderson, 1991) of the  nation. The relative neglect of these  
d isorders in  term s of th e  am oun t of p ress coverage or political debate they
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g en era ted  is a p p a re n t w hen they  a re  con trasted  w ith  th e  o ther events 
considered in  th is  thesis.

T he d iso rd ers  w hich  w ere asso cia ted  w ith  th e  activities of th e  B ritish  
U nion of F asc is ts  d u rin g  th e  m id-1930s a ttrac ted  m uch  greater concern 
am ongst th e  m edia, th e  police, an d  politicians th a n  those in  Liverpool in  
1919. A lthough  th e  new sp ap ers  som etim es rep resen ted  th e  events as  
exciting o r even am using , o th e r evidence indicates th a t the  au tho rities  
w ere se rio u s ly  co n cern ed  a b o u t th e  p o ten tia l th re a t  of th e  fa sc is ts  
(Stevenson, 1975; S tevenson an d  Cook, 1977). The Parliam entary debates 
ab o u t b an n in g  political uniform s, for example, and  the  Home Secretary’s 
in stru c tio n s  to  th e  police to m onitor all BUF m eetings indicate th a t they 
w ere regarded  a s  b o th  a  significant political force and  a  serious th re a t to 
public order.

O ne way in  w hich  opponen ts  of th e  B ritish  U nion of F ascis ts  tried  to 
underm ine  th e ir  credibility w as by insisting  th a t th e  violent scenes which 
frequently  accom panied  th e ir  activities showed th a t  they were adopting  
u n -E n g lish  ‘c o n tin en ta l’ doctrines. The ‘folly of coloured sh irts  an d  tin  
tru m p e ts’ w as no t ju s t  th a t they  were doomed to fail, b u t th a t they would 
do so b ecause  they  w ere ou t of step  w ith British respect for law and  order. 
As noted earlier, a  key feature of th e  debate abou t the  presence of Jew s in  
B ritain  a t  th is  tim e s tressed  th a t a  supposed B ritish tradition  of tolerance 
w ould e n su re  th a t  th e  an ti-S em itism  of th e  B ritish  Union of F asc is ts  
w ould n o t gain  wide currency . This notion of to lerance w as also cited in  
connection  w ith  th e  d iso rder itself, an d  in  m any  respects  it w as the  
leitm otif of th e  whole response  to th e  events described in  C hapter Three. 
As in  th e  1980s, politicians in  th e  1930s frequently  claimed th a t u rb a n  
u n re s t  w as  in co n s is te n t w ith  B ritish  cu ltu re  a n d  th a t, a s  th e  Home 
S ecretary  argued, th e  ‘grand  characteristic’ of political life in  th is  country  
w as to lerance. Given th is , th e  B ritish  Union of F asc is ts  w as d istanced  
from  th e  m ainstream  in  political debate because it transgressed  th is  grand 
characteristic  in  two key ways — first, they were anti-Sem itic and, second, 
th ey  ad o p ted  a  form  of s tre e t politics held  properly to belong on  th e  
C ontinen t. In  bo th  respects  a  m ythical notion of national ch arac te r w as 
evident, since Britain h a s  h ad  a  considerable history of both  anti-Sem itism  
a n d  public disorder. As d iscussed  in C hapter Three, the fascists and  an ti­
fasc is ts  alike tried to portray  th e ir  position as  representative of th e  tru e
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B ritish  tra d it io n , a n d  som e academ ic  acc o u n ts  of th e se  political 
m ovem ents exp lain  th e ir su ccesses  a n d  failures in  te rm s of a  na tional 
cu ltu re  w hich  w as inhospitab le to anti-Sem itism  (Geiger, 1963). W hat is 
clear from  th e  contradictory an d  m ulti-faceted developm ents in  the  1930s 
is th a t an y  explanation  of complex and  varied incidents of public disorder 
in  one-d im ensional term s of a  na tional tradition  is overly sim plistic an d  
m isleading.

M any of th e  th em es d iscussed  in  respect of the  events of 1919 and  the 
m id-1930s, an d  reactions to them , can  also be identified in  respect of the  
d is tu rb an ces  in  N ottingham  an d  Notting Hill in 1958-59. Not only were 
b lack  people w ho were sub jected  to rac ist a ttack s  to som e extent blam ed 
in  b o th  1919 a n d  1958-59, b u t  it is also clear th a t th e  involvem ent of 
w hite y o u th s  in  th e  events w as explained by their deviance from the  ‘code 
of breeding’ w hich  m ean t th a t  the ir social superiors would no t engage in 
su c h  b eh av iou r. The no tion  th a t  cu ltu ra lly -tran sm itted  social no rm s 
explained th e  d is tu rb an ces  w as u sed  to u n d ers tan d  the  involvem ent of 
b o th  th e  “W est In d ia n ’ m ig ran ts  and  th e  white ‘riff ra ff  responsib le  for 
‘nigger h u n tin g ’ in  th e  late 1950s. This is further dem onstrated by th e  fact 
th a t  m any  of th e  contem porary  accoun ts  of the  d isorders offered in  the  
p re ss  a n d  by po litic ians im plicitly  or explicitly em p ath ised  w ith  th e  
grievances of th e  w hite youths, w hilst condem ning their violent behaviour. 
As th e  critica l rea lis t m odel suggests , and  as w as a p p a ren t in  1919, a 
racialised  u n d ers tan d in g  of th e  social and  m aterial problem s of th e  late  
1950s w as ev iden t on  th e  s tre e ts  of N ottingham  an d  N otting Hill, in  
new spaper offices in  Fleet S treet, and  a t  the Palace of W estm inster. W hat 
w as condem ned w as the m anifestation  of th is  racism  in  a  violent form — 
no t specifically th e  racism  itself.

Coupled w ith  th e  com parisons w ith ‘race  riots’ in  the U nited S tates, the  
concern ab o u t th e  engagem ent of the  new  youth  cultures in  u rb an  u n re s t 
can  b e  understood  a s  a  m etaphor for th e  position of B ritain in  the  postw ar 
world. As suggested  in  C h ap te r Four, the a tten tio n  th a t  th e  d isorders 
received w as disproportionate to the  in tensity  of the  violence itself. M alik 
(1968) m ay  have b een  correct in  h is assertion  th a t the  ‘race  rio ts’ were 
largely a  m edia  phenom enon, as  explained in C hap ter Four, b u t they  
featured strongly  on  the  political agenda a t least partly  because  they were 
understood  a s  harb ingers  of social change and  a  foretaste of problem s to
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com e. For th o se  who w ere d em and ing  s tric t im m igration controls th is  
social change w as clearly  re la ted  to  th e  p rospect of th e  con tinued  and  
growing p resence of b lack  people in  Britain. There w as ano ther aspect to 
th is  dim ension, though, w hich  bore no  relation to the presence of different 
‘racial’ groups, b u t  in s tead  referred to th e  supposed law lessness of young 
people involved in  th e  new  y o u th  cu ltu re s . The assertion  th a t  declining 
s tan d a rd s  of behav iou r am ongst y oung  people w as a n  im portan t causal 
factor in  th e  1958-59 rio ts  also  involved the  denial of th e  history  of public 
disorder. It m ay  have b ee n  com forting to be rem inded th a t th e  k ind  of 
violence w itn essed  in  N o ttingham  o r N otting Hill w as only a  recen t 
development, b u t the no tion  th a t public  order w as more secure in  previous 
eras  and  am ongst earlier generations m ean t th a t the events could be more 
easily ra tionalised  w ith reference to th e  recent im m igration of b lack  people 
an d  th e  em ergence of u rb a n  you th  cu ltu res. The apparen t ubiquity  of rosy 
nostalg ia for a  m ore peaceful bygone age is su ch  th a t Pearson (1983: 48) 
noted:

The world may change, bu t somehow this vocabulary of complaints
against declining standards and morals is immunised against change.
And the ‘golden age’ is there once more: glimmering in the distance, just
out of sight, back over the next hill, twenty years ago, before the war’.

Of th e  cases exam ined  in  th is  th e s is , th e  reactions to the  events a t  
B roadw ater F arm  in  1985 d em o n stra ted  the  closest articu la tion  between 
th e  d iscourse  of law  a n d  order a n d  racialisation . The m yth of law and  
order w as reinforced by th e  a sse rtio n  th a t  the  violence w as a ttribu tab le  
e ith e r to th e  p resen ce  in  B ritish  cities of th e  b lack  com m unity, w ith 
inferior cu ltu ra l trad itions, or to th e  em ergence of dangerous new  youth  
su b cu ltu res  w hich  departed  from th e  ‘code of breeding’ w hich established 
a  B ritish  s tan d a rd  of p ro p er behaviour. As show n a t th e  beginning of th is 
C hapter, th e  claim  th a t  B rita in  w as a n  intrinsically orderly society could 
b e  m ore easily m ain ta ined  if th e  d iso rder could be blam ed on a  racialised 
group of relatively recen t m igrants. T his racialisation of law and  order has 
also  occurred in  o ther contexts, m o st notably in  respect of s tree t robbery, 
d rug  dealing, a n d  p im ping,7 b u t  im ages of public d isorder provide even 
m ore dram atic scenery ag a in st w hich th ese  argum ents can  be played out.
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Ideologically, th e  prim acy of concern ab o u t law and  order in  the  1980s 
reso n a ted  w ith  o th e r key them es of th e  New Right political project. This 
fu r th e r  i l lu s tr a te s  P e a rso n ’s  (1983) po in t a b o u t n o s ta lg ia  — it is 
p resum ably  th e  n a tu re  of a  Conservative Party to h a rk  b ack  to the  p ast. 
Even w h en  T h a tch e rism  w as determ ined  to p resen t itse lf a s  a  rad ical 
transform ative pro ject it  w as trying to undo  the experience of th e  postw ar 
political a n d  econom ic con sen su s  by reverting back  to a n  older vision of 
B ritain , th e  ex ac t period of w hich is h a rd  to ascerta in . T he politics of 
nostalg ia h a s  co n tin u ed  u n d e r J o h n  Major’s  prem iership, never m ore so 
th a n  w hen  he  re a ssu re d  the  Conservative Group for Europe in  April 1993 
tha t:

Fifty years from now, Britain will still be the country of long shadows on 
county grounds, warm beer, invincible green suburbs, dog lovers and — 
as George Orwell said — old maids bicycling to Holy Communion 
through the morning mist.®

It is no t only a  re tu rn  to a  less crim e-ridden and more orderly p as t th a t  is 
being  advocated  b y  con tem porary  C onservatism . For exam ple, it a lso  
esp o u ses  a  revival o f old va lu es  in  education , suggesting  th a t  p a s t  
m ethods a re  p re fe rab le  to m ore recen t ‘politically co rrect’ or ‘tren d y ’ 
teach in g  m eth o d s. In  th e  m id-1980s, m any of the  d iscussions a b o u t 
public d isorder linked events su ch  as  those a t Broadwater Farm  with o ther 
political concerns of th e  New Right. As m entioned in  C hapter Five, m uch  
m edia a tte n tio n  w as devoted to B em ie G ran t and  he was held  up  a s  a n  
em bodim ent of ‘loony left’ local politics, a  term  which preceded the  epithet 
‘politically  co rrec t’ a s  a n  ob ject of tab lo id  new spaper venom . O ther 
sections of th e  p re ss  also  understood incidents of public disorder in  term s 
of a  b roader political crisis. Five years before the riots in  Tottenham , for 
exam ple, th e  D aily Telegraph  argued  th a t  d istu rbances in  th e  S t P au l’s 
d istric t of B ristol w ere cau sed  by problem atic b lack yo u th s who found 
them selves ‘lost in  a  society itself dem oralised by socialism’.9

O ther com m entators d iscussed  the  ‘crisis in  law and  order’ in  term s of the  
w ider problem  of inner-city  decline. Such  accounts frequently relied upon  
im plicit o r explicit rac ia lisa tio n  of particu la r localities. In  th is  way, the  
perceived u rb a n  crisis  becam e interwoven with the  ‘problem ’ of the b lack  
com m unity, so th a t  a n  artic le  in  the  D aily M ail10 w arned th a t ‘w ithin ten
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y ears  London will have to tally  b lack  pockets’ and  argued th a t  su c h  a  
developm ent w ould pose serious law  and  order problems. Some accounts 
drew  a  series  of b ipo lar co n tra s ts  w hich held *white’ against ‘black* and  
ru ra l ag a in s t u rb an , w ith  th e  first two categories corresponding to  the  
la t te r  tw o — so  th a t  ‘w h ite ’/ r u r a l  becam e co u n te rp o ise d  w ith  
‘b lack ’/u rb a n .  T his p o in t fu rth e r reflects th e  im portance of sp ace  an d  
place to  d iscou rse  a b o u t law  an d  order (W addington e t a l  1989; Keith, 
1993; Keith, 1996). Two exam ples highlight th is  point. First, it is evident 
in  a  D aily Mirror a rtic le  of O ctober 1985, cited in  C hapter Five, w hich 
outlined th e  deprivation of th e  Broadw ater Farm  estate:

Broadwater Farm ... sounds grand — the name conjures visions of some 
elegant, idyllic Tory land-owners sprawl in the Cotswolds. It even borders 
on a lengthy road called Lordship Lane. The reality is a shoddy, graffiti- 
adorned set of looming unattractive flats that won an architectural prize 
in the bustling, progressive 1960s. Most of the people who live in the 
flats are black or brown.11

The co n trast a t  th e  h e a r t  of the  artic le  worked because of the underly ing 
divergence betw een th e  im ages of a  Cotswolds landscape, populated  by 
w ealthy  w hite people a n d  th e  u rb a n  cityscape w here m inority  e thn ic  
g ro u p s reside. T he p iece also  m ocked an o th e r sub jec t of New Right 
criticism , the  1960s. The equation  w hich holds th a t the ru ra l is somehow 
m ore a u th en tica lly  E n g lish  is ev iden t in  M ajor’s 1993 speech  w hich  
eulogised county  cricket g rounds ra th e r  th an  u rb an  spraw l.12 It w as also 
a p p a ren t in  th e  m em oirs o f Mrs T h a tch er’s form er Home Secretary  and  
D eputy  Prim e M inister, Willie W hitelaw. W hitelaw (1989: 249) recorded 
how, following th e  d isorders of 1981, he  had  retu rned  to h is country hom e 
after a  to u r of the  inner-city  areas affected:

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.
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This ex tract encapsu la tes  the  articu la tion  betw een notions of Englishness, 
law  an d  order, and  th e  ru ra l landscape. Even th e  gender roles a re  m ore 
trad itio n a l th a n  th o se  d iscu ssed  in  respect of th e  people of B roadw ater 
Farm . The idea  th a t a  p a rtic u la r  landscape em bodies th e  ch arac te r of a  
people is a  rom an tic  one w hen  considered in  th e  context of B u rn h am  
Beeches in  sum m er tim e, b u t is less appealing w hen the  logic is applied to 
th e  ‘shoddy, graffiti-adom ed se t of looming unattractive flats’ referred to by 
th e  Daily Mirror.

As well a s  engaging w ith  o ther key ideological them es of the New Right, the 
prim acy of th e  law  a n d  o rder agenda in 1985 served a  d irect political 
purpose  in  th a t  it effectively denied the  social context and  causes of public 
d isorder. In  th is  way, th e  conservative in terp re ta tion  of u rb a n  u n re s t 
(Benyon, 1987: 30-32) reb u ts  a ttem p ts  to link collective crowd behaviour 
w ith  social factors s u c h  a s  poor housing, unem ploym ent, or rac ism  an d  
d isadvantage. The a rg u m en t th a t  th e  d isorders were a  re su lt of ‘som e 
b as ic  an d  ugly  fac ts  a b o u t h u m a n  n a tu re ’, a s  the  Home S ecretary , 
D ouglas H urd , claim ed in  1985, w as specifically advanced in  refusing  
dem ands for a n  official inqu iry  in to  the causes of the  d istu rbances. As 
Benyon (1987: 38) no ted  M rs T h a tcher repeatedly rejected argum ents th a t 
d isorder in  th e  1980s w as linked to socio-economic disadvantage on the  
g rounds th a t  ‘we h ad  m u ch  h igher unem ploym ent in the  1930s, b u t we 
d id n ’t  get v iolence th e n ’. W hatever ju d g em en t m ay be m ad e  a b o u t 
connections betw een u n re s t a n d  deprivation, the  events outlined in  Table 
1 in  C hapter Three ind icate  th a t th is  view of the 1930s is ‘a  dram atic case 
of historical am nesia’ (Benyon, 1987: 38).

This section  h a s  draw n together som e of the  key features of th e  law  an d  
order d iscourse th a t have a risen  in  each  of the four case studies exam ined 
in  th is  thesis . In  each  inc iden t it  h a s  been show n th a t a  key asp ec t of 
th e se  arg u m en ts  w as th e  claim  th a t  B ritain h as  been, on th e  whole, a  
peaceab le  a n d  orderly  society, a n d  th a t th e  events them selves w ere 
co nsidered  a b e r ra n t from  th e  n a tio n a l political trad ition . W hilst a  
considerab le  body of lite ra tu re  now  exists to dem onstrate  th a t  public 
d isorder h a s  been a  recurring  feature  of British history for m any centuries, 
less  a tten tio n  h a s  b ee n  paid  to  th e  fact th a t th e  ‘h isto rical a m n es ia ’
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ap p aren t in  the  1980s h as  itse lf been  evident in  debates arising from the  
previous cases analysed in th is  study.

Given th is  repeated  denial of B ritain’s  experience of disorder it h a s  been  
show n th a t  a  nu m b er of o ther factors have been used  to explain the events 
outlined in  previous ch ap ters. These have included the  suggestion th a t  
inciden ts of u n re s t can  be a ttrib u ted , a t  least in  part, to th e  actions of 
outside ag ita to rs  o r co n sp ira to rs  w ho have incited o thers to engage in  
violent ac ts . In addition, a rgum ents have referred to the im puted m oral or 
cu ltu ra l p ro p en sities  of th o se  indiv iduals involved in  disorder. It w as 
show n in  C hapter F our th a t  su c h  perspectives were u sed  to explain the  
p a rtic ip a tio n  of b lac k  m ig ra n ts  an d  w hite y o u th s  in  th e  even ts in  
N ottingham  and  Notting Hill in  the  late 1950s. W hatever else these views 
m ight have achieved in  term s of resisting  dem ands for public inquiries or 
justifying additional powers an d  resources for the  police, they also denied 
th a t  ex isting  political fram ew orks w ere responsible for th e  d isorder in  
question . In  doing th is  th e  liberal an d  radical in terp re ta tions of u rb a n  
u n re st, ou tlined  by  Benyon (1987), w hich  to different degrees refer to 
inadequate  social a n d  political s tru c tu res  to explain collective violence, are 
discredited.

A nu m b er of sim ilarities an d  differences have been identified betw een the  
four cases stud ies an d  it is c lear tha t, in  each case, notions of ‘race’ were 
used  to explain a n d  simplify otherw ise complex and  diverse events, and  
th a t th is  process w as closely linked w ith  com plem entary argum ents th a t 
u rb a n  u n re s t  w as divergent from  th e  national tradition. However, th ere  
were also  differences in  the  reactions to each case and th is  reinforces the  
a rg u m en t th a t  incidents of u n re s t a re  always contingent on factors th a t  
a re  local an d  specific in  tim e an d  space (Keith, 1993).

A further theoretical point is evident from the continuities and  differences. 
The h istorical, ideological, generation  of racialised though t is itse lf a n  
im p o rtan t de term inan t of how  notions of ‘race’ will be deployed a t  any  
single m om ent. In  th is  sense, the  processes th a t were evident during  th e  
1980s, a n d  continue to th is  day, canno t be explained adequately in term s 
solely of T hatcherism  or New Right political reform ulation. The h istorical 
development of racialised tho u g h t in Britain, which is inseparable from the 
specific experience of the B ritish  em pire (Rich 1990; Young, 1995), w as
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w h at m ade th e  d iscourse described in  C hapter Five and  in  th is conclusion 
so re so n a n t in  th e  1980s. The d iscussion  of other, earlier, events in  th is 
th e s is  re p re sen ts  a  sm all co n trib u tio n  to ongoing a ttem p ts  (Solomos, 
1993: ch ap te r two; Cohen, 1994) to uncover the archaeology of racialised 
though t in  Britain.

B oth th e  denial or dow ngrading of the  h isto ry  of disorder in  B ritain  and  
th e  co n co m itan t p ro cess  of rac ia lisa tio n  of u n re s t a re  cen tra l to the  
conservative in te rp re ta tio n  of rio ts , ou tlined  by Benyon (1987). B oth 
processes seek  to d is tan ce  society from public disorder by estab lish ing  
cu ltu ra l or psychological root cau ses  for th e  events. S uch  a n  approach  is 
significant for th e  politics of law an d  order in  Britain.

D istant disorder?

However sa lien t th e  p articu la r characteristics of each case studied  in  th is 
th e sis  were, it  is c lear th a t  rac ia lised  d iscourse h as  offered ‘practically 
adequate’ (Miles, 1989) explanations. Ideas abou t ‘race’ were m ore or less 
com m on-sensica l in  th e  earlier periods, b u t  were m ore ideologically 
significant d u ring  th e  1980s. This d istinction  follows Hall’s (1996: 431) 
differentiation betw een com m on sen se  and  ideology, in  th a t the racialised 
u n d erstan d in g  of events in  1985 w as m ore coherent an d  resonated  m ore 
strongly  w ith  o th er ideological developm ents of the period, a  process of 
a rticu la tion  cen tra l to th e  racia lisa tion  problem atic developed in  C hapter 
One. In  1919, rac ia lised  ideas w ere axiom atic and  taken-for-granted . 
W hilst they  w ere pern icious an d  contribu ted  to a context in  w hich black 
people were violently a ssau lted  an d  even killed, they lacked the ideological 
m om entum  of th e  racism  evident in  1985. It h ad  to be repeatedly asserted , 
som etim es by  im plication , th a t  b lack  people were th e  law a n d  order 
problem  to be dealt w ith  in  1985. In  earlier times, this w as assum ed to be 
self-evident, a n d  they  could be  ‘re p a tria te d ’ to the  colonial periphery. 
Indeed, it did n o t m a tte r  if they  cam e from Sierra Leone, they could be 
‘rep a tria te d ’ to Ja m a ic a . By 1985, the  cu ltu ra l con tex t of ‘race ’ h ad  
changed greatly alongside B ritain’s place as  a  colonial power on the  world 
stage, an d  the  C om m onw ealth  w as capable of berating B ritain  over the 
governm ent’s refusal to  endorse sanctions against apartheid  S ou th  Africa 
(Young, 1993). In  th is  clim ate, B ritish  ‘trad itio n s’ of o rderliness an d  
to leration — a n d  th e  m em ory of form er glories — could be rekindled by
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th e ir  d is tin c tio n  from  th e  violence a n d  th re a t of th e  racia lised  b lack  
com m unity in  B ritain’s  inner cities (Gilroy, 1987).

As well a s  h a rk in g  b a c k  to form er glories, these  racialised  acco u n ts  of 
d isorder also  perform ed an o th er political role. W hen coupled w ith a  denial 
of B ritain’s  disorderly past, an d  the  espousal of the idea of B ritish  national 
identity  a s  inheren tly  to leran t an d  peaceable, the racialised them es of the 
1980s an d  1990s u n d erp in  th e  conservative perspective on u n rest. This 
view  ho lds th a t  th e  social a n d  political a rran g em en ts  in  society are  
in trinsically  ad eq u a te  an d  functional, an d  th u s  disorder is no t a  re su lt of 
ineffective socia l po licies a n d  econom ic d istribu tion , b u t  is  in s te ad  
explicable by th e  personal characteristics of the participants, the  desire for 
excitem ent, or greed for loot. The Home Secretary, Douglas H urd, m ade 
th is  po in t in 1985 w hen  he refered to factors su ch  as  ‘the  excitem ent of 
form ing an d  belonging to a  m ob [and] th e  evident excitem ent of violence’ 
w hen  he dism issed claim s th a t socio-economic factors led to the  u n re s t a t 
B roadw ater F arm .13 The arg u m en t th a t  d isorder is ‘alien’ to th e  B ritish  
na tional character a n d  th e  associated  racialisation of disorder bo th  asse rt 
th a t  the  cause  of public d isorder is located in the  realm  of the  personal, 
th e  cultural, th e  psychological, or the  ‘racial’. Links between u rb an  u n res t 
a n d  social conditions a re  denied.

C ohen (1988: 63-78) provided a  useful m eans to un d erstan d  th e  process 
by  w hich inciden ts of d isorder are  d istanced from society. Cohen argued 
th a t  rac ism  developed in  B rita in  bo th  in  relation to groups outside the  
na tional territory an d  w ithin it. As Miles (1993) also indicated, the  gaze of 
rac ia lised  th o u g h t h a s  been  b o th  in te rn a l and  external to E u ro p ean  
societies. Cohen’s  (1988: 63) ‘codes of breeding’ are applied to *... bo th  the 
in d igenous lower o rd ers  a n d  e thn ic  m inority  se ttle rs ’ an d  th e  sam e 
a rgum en t which w as u sed  to ju stify  the  dom inion of the white Im perialists 
over th e  ind igenous p o p u la tio n s  in  th e  Em pire w ere a lso  u sed  to 
rationalise  the position  of the ru ling  class vis-a-vis ‘the  m asses’. Thus, the 
cu ltu ra l inferiority of th e  Tower orders’ w as analogous to the  inferiority of 
th e  racialised populations in  th e  Empire. S uch  a  discourse w as apparen t 
in  th e  response to th e  disorder in  Liverpool, which held th a t th e  actions of 
th e  w hite and  b lack  people involved w ere explicable in  te rm s of the  
cu ltu ra l inferiority of b o th  groups. The code of breeding held th a t w hilst 
th o se  in  W hitehall o r W estm inster m ight sh a re  w ith  th e  unem ployed
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dockers th e  rac ia lised  conception  of existing m ateria l problem s, their 
su p e rio r  c u ltu re  f itted  th e m  w ith  th e  ab ility  to re sp o n d  in  ‘m ore 
app rop ria te’ m anner. This reflects a  key dichotomy w ithin the  code w hich 
privileges th e  m en ta l over th e  physical, and  links the form er w ith  the 
ra tio n a l cu ltu re d  b eh av io u r of elite groups a n d  th e  la tte r  w ith  the  
behaviour of th e  ind igenous lower orders or the  uncivilised ‘races’ in  the 
colonies.

W here th is  app roach  corresponds w ith the  conservative perspective of law 
a n d  o rder, an d  of crim e in  general, is in  th e  sh a red  em phasis  o n  the 
im p o rtan ce  of c u ltu re . The c u ltu ra l dem arcation  of those  involved in  
d isorders from th e  re s t of th e  society is a  key m eans by w hich th e  social 
a n d  econom ic con tex t of u n re s t  is denied. Not only does th is  d istancing  
process effectively incu lpate  those  involved, it also reasserts the  claim  th a t 
su ch  events are  peripheral to B ritish  history, an d  allows political elites to 
d isasso cia te  them selves from  any  im plication th a t  they m ay have some 
responsib ility  for them , a s  a  re su lt of inadequate  social and  economic 
policies.

Finally, it is im p o rtan t to re tu rn  to the  four dim ensions of the  critical 
realist racialisation  problem atic identified in  the C hapter One. E ach  of the 
d im ensions h a s  b een  ev iden t in  th e  case s tu d y  chap ters an d  in  th is  
conclusion. The four d im ensions are:

• id eas  ab o u t ‘race’ in  an y  one period cannot be divorced from  the 
specific context in  question. They are always contingent and  never 
fixed or preordained , b u t m ay be used  to understand  or in terp re t 
rea l m aterial events;

• nonetheless, racialised debates also draw upon  prevailing historical 
discourse w hich in terac t w ith th e  specific contexts;

• racialisation is a n  inconsistent, contradictory, and  m ulti-directional 
process. It ho lds m u tually  incom patible beliefs a t once an d  relies 
u p o n  diverse m yths an d  stereotypes in regard of different groups. It 
does no t necessarily  involve direct reference to genetics, biology, or 
culture;
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• ra c ia lis e d  d isco u rse  a r tic u la te s  w ith  o ther th em es, of w hich  
gen d ered  d eb a tes  a n d  ideas ab o u t ‘law  an d  order’ a re  obvious 
exam ples.

In  concluding  th is  th e s is  it  is w orth  reiterating  som e of th e  key poin ts 
ab o u t th e  rac ia lisa tion  of d isorder in  the 1980s. C hapter One show s th a t 
m any explanations of th is  process (Gilroy, 1987; Hall, 1988) have linked it 
to  th e  b ro a d e r  ideological pro ject of T hatcherism . The long h isto ry  of 
ra c ia lis a tio n  in d ic a te s  t h a t  a  full u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  d eb a te s  
su rro u n d in g  d isorders s u c h  a s  those  a t Broadw ater Farm  in 1985 cannot 
be  gained solely in  term s of the New Right project. In addition, cognisance 
n eed s  to  be  ta k e n  of prevailing h isto rical racialised  d iscourse, a s  the  
critica l re a lis t  m odel su g g ests . W hatever th e  ideological con tex t an d  
im pact of th e  rac ia lisa tio n  of events in  th e  1980s su c h  a  p rocess could 
only be developed becau se  of th e  resonance of d iscourse w hich explain 
public d isorder in  term s of in h eren t ‘racial differences’. This po in t reflects 
th e  first two dim ensions of th e  critical realist racialisation problem atic and  
su g g ests  a n  im p o rta n t qualifica tion  to a rg u m en ts  w hich in s is t th a t  
racialisation  is always specific in tim e and  place. W hilst the salience of the 
p a r t ic u la r  m u s t  no t b e  overlooked, th e  prevalence of m ore general 
d iscou rse  a b o u t ‘race’ a n d  law a n d  order is also evident from the  case 
stud ies  in  th is  thesis.

The in teraction  of particu la r and  m ore general discourse is also evinced by 
th e  co n trad ic to ry  an d  varied  n a tu re  of racialised debates. I t h a s  been  
show n how  different g roups have been racialised in  diverse ways — with 
specific s te reo types being  applied  in  each  case. Not only a re  sep ara te  
co llections of rac ia lised  m yths applied to different ethnic g roups b u t 
contradictions a n d  d isparities exist w ithin each circum stance. It h as  been 
show n, for exam ple, th a t  ‘W est Ind ian’ m igrants in  1958-59 were held to 
be  a  th re a t to th e  em ploym ent prospects of indigenous workers w hilst, a t 
th e  sam e tim e, rep resen tin g  a  s tra in  on the  public p u rse  a s  a  re su lt of 
u n em p lo y m en t b en e fits . T h is k in d  of evidence d e m o n s tra te s  th e  
contingent, non-rational, an d  inconsisten t n a tu re  of racisms. The diversity 
of racialised d iscourse  a n d  th e  m an n er in  w hich it articu la tes w ith  other 
issu es  of concern  h as  been  a  feature of th e  discussion of each case study 
in  th is  thesis, reflecting th e  th ird  and  fourth aspects of the critical realist 
model outlined above.
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Finally, it  is clear th a t  in  every case considered in  th is  research  racialised 
them es have a rtic u la te d  w ith  o ther concerns a n d  fears. This po in t is 
re la ted  to  several a sp ec ts  of th e  critical rea list problem atic. If a  full 
und erstan d in g  of an y  p articu la r debate is to be achieved it can  only occur 
through a  detailed consideration  of the  rich  and complex web of discourses 
prevalent in  each  case. This point, though, does no t reduce everything to 
the  particu lar. A nother re sea rch  project, for example, m ight consider the 
sym bolism  of gender roles in  explaining u rb an  u n re s t in  greater detail 
th a n  h a s  been  possib le in  th is  study. It is plain th a t the  o ther discourse 
w ith w hich racialised debates in teract are  them selves bo th  specifically and  
historically constitu ted . This research  h as  begun to uncover the  complex 
role of rac ia lised  th o u g h t in  recen t B ritish  history. A lthough th is  h as  
necessarily  been  lim ited to specific debates su rrounding  public order som e 
in teresting  them es for fu rther investigation have been identified.
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Endnotes

1 N o tw ith stan d in g  th e  1905 A liens Act designed to p rev en t them  
m igrating to B ritain, (Solomos, 1993: 43-47).

2 Fryer, (1984: 165-90).
3 P artly  b e c a u se  of th e  co n tin u in g  need for lab o u r (Phizacklea and  

Miles, 1980).
4  Guardian, 7, 10, a n d  11 J u n e  1996.
5 An argum ent re iterated  by Skidelsky (1975: 381).
6 Parliam entary D ebates, vol. 317, col. 1422, 25 November 1936.
7 In  J u ly  1995, for exam ple, S ir Paul Condon, Chief C onstable of the  

M etropolitan  Police, cau sed  a  furore w hen he claim ed in  a  private 
le tte r to com m unity  groups th a t young black m en were responsible for 
th e  m ajority of ‘m uggings’.

® Cited in  th e  Guardian, 24  April 1993.
9 D aily Telegraph, 7 April 1980.
10 D aily Mail, 9 O ctober 1985.
11 D aily Mirror, 8  October 1985.
12 Bale (1994) provides fu rth e r d iscussion  of the relationship  betw een 

cricket, ru ra l im ages, an d  notions of English national culture.
13 Parliam entary D ebates, vol. 84, col. 356, 23 October 1985.
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