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Abstract
In this paper we present findings on lay constructions of racism from a focus group study (11 groups,
n= 72) with a mixed sample of secondary school students in England. We show that racism was, on
the

hole, othe ed : it

as lo ated i othe times, places, people, or was denied altogether. We

show that this way of talking about racism had different uses depending on the identity stakes
involved in different interactional contexts. Even in the cases where racism was constructed as
common, participants worked hard to make a

i efuta le argument, which suggests that they

were anticipating reputational damage by making a claim for the persistence of racism. We discuss
these findings with regards to the different levels of analysis involved in constructions of racism
(micro/interactional, local, and broader normative context a d
dis ou se that appea ed to p o ide the o

ith ega ds to a

e d of a is

ati e f a e o k fo pa ti ipa ts a ou ts.

Keywords: Racism; prejudice; constructions of race; end of racism; children; education; England

INTRODUCTION
Constructions of racism
While social psychologists have been primarily concerned with what makes people prejudiced or
racist (see Dovidio, 2001), the ways that people experience and understand racism have also
recently attracted some interest (see Barreto, 2014). What constitutes racism in practice is difficult
to define: there is often ambiguity in attributing events or behaviours to racism. For example, there
1

may be uncertainty about whether an event (e.g., not being hired for a job) is due to prejudice or
other factors (Crocker & Major, 1989; Major, Quinton & Schmader, 2003). Experimental research in
this field has taken a prototype approach drawing on the social cognition tradition. This literature
suggests that perceptions of prejudice are based on prototypes (i.e., expectancies with regards to
the perpetrators and victims of prejudice). This research suggests that when experiences match
people s p otot pes, people are more likely to label such experiences as racist. Such prototypes are,
for example, that racism is principally directed from whites to blacks and that sexism is directed from
men to women (Inman & Baron, 1996). Some situations are also understood as more prototypical
than others (e.g., encounters with police: Flournoy, Prentice-Dunn, & Klinger, 2002). Finally, oldfashio ed overt racism is more prototypical compared to subtle racism (Sommers & Norton, 2006).

Prototype research further suggests that group membership of the perceiver is a key factor affecting
the likelihood that behaviours will be labelled as prejudiced. Minorities appear to be

o e igila t

in perceiving prejudice, meaning that they are more likely to make attributions to racism and
discrimination compared to majorities (Kaiser & Major, 2006). For example, Inman and Baron (1996)
found that female participants were more likely than male participants to label potentially
prejudiced behaviours as sexist, and African Americans were more likely to label potentially
prejudiced acts as racist compared with white participants. Sommers and Norton (2006) found that
non-white respondents were more likely to label behaviours associated with subtle racism as racist
compared to white respondents. On the other hand, however, minority group members also appear
to be reluctant to report discrimination, particularly when it occurs to them personally (see Kaiser &
Major, 2006; Stangor, Swim, Sechrist, DeCoster, Van Allen, & Ottenbreit, 2003), in public, or in the
presence of a non-stigmatised group member (Stangor, Swim, Van Allen, & Sechrist, 2002). This
finding is attributed to the efforts of minority group individuals not to e see as ausi g t ou le
(Kaiser & Miller, 2001, 2003). Experimental research therefore suggests that, while minorities
perceive more racism, they are also more reluctant to report it.
2

The social cognition approach has been criticised because it attributes lay understandings of race
and racism to cognitive structures (such as prototypes) without paying adequate attention to their
particularities and historical-ideological context (Billig, 2002; Condor, 1988; Howarth, 2009).
Howarth (2006) suggests that racism is a socially elaborated system of representation that is
embedded in institutions and in the everyday ways in which we relate with others. It is not simply a
perceptual issue, but a rich representational practice (Reicher, 2012, p. 43) which involves
contested ep ese tatio s of us , of the

, and of social relations. Constructions of race and racism

thus serve ideological functions such as marginalising, excluding or blaming 'others', and legitimating
the actions of ingroups (Augoustinos & Every, 2007). In line with this idea, researchers have studied
racism as an aspect of social practice: they suggest (contrary to prototype research) that a e a d
a is

are actively constructed in social interactions.

Two recent examples of how racism is constructed within specific social, historical and ideological
contexts are Wilkins (2012) and Kadianaki (2014) (see also Mott & Condor, 1997, on sexual
harassment). Although coming from different theoretical and methodological perspectives, both of
these authors observed how members of minority groups (African-American men on university
campus and immigrants living in Greece, respectively) actively constructed problematic experiences
as ig o a e

athe tha

la k ess : as la k

e i a

a is

. Wilkins (2012) ascribed this construction to

hite do i ated a pus, pe fo

blackness enabled them to fit in and to a oid a

a g

la k

ode ate

i g an easy-going and restrained
a

ide tit . For Kadianaki (2014),

constructing experiences as ignorance (rather than racism) enabled immigrants to cope with stigma
whereby valued identities can be reconstructed against a backdrop of stigmatising representations.

The work of Wilkins (2012) and Kadianaki (2014) therefore contrasts with prototype research by
exploring lay constructions of racism within everyday lived experiences. This research indicates that
3

there are broader social and historical contexts that impact on how racism is understood within day
to day practice. Gee (1990) describes these representational systems as

ig D Dis ou ses which are

different from s all d dis ou ses. S all d dis ou ses elate to micro-interactions managed in talk
and text. For instance, research in discursive psychology has explored how race and racism are not
given categories but are constructed in language through discursive practices (e.g., Augoustinos &
Every, 2007; Wetherell & Potter, 1992). These studies focus on the performativity of language; that
is, on the discursive strategies that people employ to legitimise or deny prejudice in everyday talk
(Augoustinos, 2013; Augoustinos & Every 2007, 2010; van Dijk, 1992), and will be outlined in more
detail below.

Billig et al. (1988) have argued that the difficulty in attributing events and behaviours to racism is
due to a widespread norm against prejudice. In this normative system, prejudice and racism are
considered illegitimate criteria for judging outgroups. The fact that expressing prejudiced views is so
st o gl li ked ith the I

ot a ist, but dis lai e , Billig

a gues, suggests that the social

construction and contestation of racism itself should be the subject of social psychological analyses
of racism. There are several studies that illustrate empirically the kinds of rhetorical devices that
people use to dodge the ide tit of p ejudi e (Wetherell & Potter, 1992) for themselves and for the
groups they are affiliated with (Condor, Figgou, Abell, Gibson, & Stevenson et al., 2006). Van Dijk
(1992) has explored the various ways that people deny racism: for example, denying that they
committed a prejudiced act or arguing that the act was not intended as racist.

Fo

this pe spe ti e, hat is alled

ode

o su tle a is

can be analysed in terms of identity

management strategies to avoid accusations of racism (Billig et al., 1988). For example, Capdevila
and Callaghan (2008) have shown how political rhetoric about immigration in Britain constructs
a ialised atego ies f a ed i a easo a le dis ou se that appeals to o

o se se. A d eouli

and Dashtipour (2014) have also shown that sustainability arguments are frequently used to counter
4

accusations of prejudice in talk about immigration in the UK. Research by Hanson-Easey and
Augoustinos (2010) has shown that Australian political discourse is often based on a causal narrative
which blames refugees for their inability to integrate. Mobilising this cause-and-effect relationship
legitimates the exclusion of refugees whilst appearing to be rational and de-racialised. In an earlier
study in the South African context, Lea (1996) found that white interviewees drew on a
(psychological) discourse of biologism and cognitivism which naturalised ethnic differences but also
allowed participants to appear rational and non-prejudiced.

In this paper, we theorise racism as a social construction that is both historically embedded

ig D

and negotiated in interaction with others s all d (see Condor, 2006a; Condor & Figgou, 2012).
This suggests that the uestio of

hat a is

is is a matter of construction, re-construction, and

contestation. Our starting point is that racism is not a single representation but rather, that the
meanings of racism can vary according to the local and broader social contexts of discourse. To
illustrate this, we present findings from mixed focus groups with secondary school students in a
variety of locations in England. We explore how participants described, debated, and denied racism,
and how these different discourses depended on the identity stakes involved in different
interactional contexts. We pa spe ifi atte tio to a

e d of a is

dis ou se that, unexpectedly,

was particularly salient in our data.

Study background
The data reported in this paper are part of a larger study on views about multiculturalism among
staff and students in schools across England (Andreouli, Howarth & Sonn, 2014; Howarth &
Andreouli, 2015). Schools are frequently targeted by government policies regarding cultural diversity
and integration. For example, the Labour government s o

u it

ohesio

age da1 targeted

La ou s o
u it ohesio age da follo ed the
ethnic tensions in northern English towns (Bradford,
Oldham and Burnley). A series of reports at the time suggested that the cause of the tensions was the lack of
community cohesion. As a response, the then Labour government introduced a series of community cohesion

1
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schools alongside other policy areas (e.g., immigration). Against this background, this study took a
bottom-up app oa h that sought to stud stude ts a d tea he s o

ie s a out multiculturalism.

This paper draws specifically on the student data. The aim of the research was not to study social
constructions of racism per se; however, racism was spontaneously brought up by participants in all
the focus groups.

METHOD
Sample
Our aim in this study has been to achieve an in-depth understanding of the range of views with
regards to cultural diversity in educational contexts. For this aim, we used purposive sampling.
Participants were selected on the basis of their relevance to the research questions and the
phenomenon under study (Flick, 2007).

The selection of research sites took place in two stages. Firstly, we identified three urban and rural
areas of England to include in our study. We selected London, as an iconic multicultural city, urban
and rural areas of Yorkshire in the north and rural Sussex in the south of the country. We anticipated
that this geographical and urban-rural range would highlight different socio-demographic
characteristics and different dynamics of intergroup relations. We were particularly interested in
examining successful school activities on multiculturalism, so we approached schools which were
seen as being particularly active in promoting discussions on cultural diversity, based on school
inspection reports and othe i fo

atio f o

the s hools

e sites. We selected two schools in

London, three in Yorkshire and one in Sussex.

The Yorkshire schools served areas of relatively low socio-economic status. The students in these
schools were predominantly white British and Asian British. The two schools in London served
policies. Part of these policies was the introduction of community cohesion as an assessment measure in
school inspections.

6

predominantly black students from Caribbean and African backgrounds, again from relatively socially
and economically disadvantaged areas. Finally, the school from rural Sussex served a predominantly
white British population of relatively high socio-economic status. Table 1 provides information on
the socio-demographics of the participants in each focus group. Seventy-two students in total took
part in the study. The students were in Years 8 to 10 (aged 12 - 14). Research has shown that at this
age, young people have understandings of racism that are e ui ale t to adults : o pa ed to
younger children, they are much more aware of racism (McKown, 2004; McKown & Weinstein,
2003) and have been socialised into the norm against racism (De Franca, & Monteiro, 2013; Rutland,
Brown, Cameron, Ahmavaara, Arnold, & Samson, 2007; Rutland, Cameron, Milne, & McGeorge,
2005).

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE

Focus groups
We conducted eleven focus groups in total. All focus groups were conducted by the first author. The
composition of the focus groups was determined by our contact member of staff in each school,
who had been asked to recruit students who were friends with each other and/or had taken part in
cultural diversity activities in the school. The focus groups addressed the following three broad
topics: views about multiculturalism in general, views about intercultural relations in the local
community and in the school, and views about school practices relating to cultural diversity. In the
beginning of each focus group, students were asked to individually complete a word association task
ith the

od

ulti ultu alis

. Answers to this task served as prompts for the discussion.

Appendix 1 provides the topic guide that was used for the focus groups – however, this was a guide
and not followed rigidly, following semi-structured interview conventions (Gaskell, 2000).

Analytic approach
7

The entire dataset was analysed using a discursively-oriented thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006). We analysed our data in terms of their content using a hierarchical scheme of themes, subthemes and basic codes (Attride-Stirling, 2001). One of the salient themes we identified in the
analysis was racism. After collecting all extracts that referred explicitly to racism, and reading these
several times to familiarise ourselves with the data, we identified key lines of argument and themes
that allowed participants to make sense of racism in different ways (Wetherell, 1998), and that were
recurrent across the focus groups. Initial analysis was conducted by the first author and was later
validated and expanded by the other two authors, through a peer-debriefing process in order to
achieve consensus among researchers (Stiles, 1993).

We sought to explore both the content and functions of talk in light of the specific local community
settings and the broader social norms shaping constructions of racism. In other words, we were
i te ested i e plo i g oth

ig dis ou ses (i.e., the broader normative framework) a d s all

discourses (i.e., the rhetorical functions of talk in specific interactional settings) (Gee, 1990). With
regards to the latter, we considered the interactional features of each focus group (Wilkinson, 2004),
such as the existing relations of the participants, the emerging group dynamics in the discussion, and
the role of the interviewer (who is seen as white and non-British). Finally, we sought to ensure that
ou fi di gs ha e efle i e alidit

“tiles,

, that is, that our interpretation of the data was

open and reflective in a way that would allow us to expand our prior theoretical assumptions. As we
show below, our findings both confirm existing research about the denial of racism and expand it,
th ough a e plo atio of a

e d of a is

dis ou se that e ide tified i ou data a d th ough a

analysis of how racism is negotiated in different social and interactional contexts.

ANALYSIS
Racism was mentioned very frequently in the word association task that students completed in the
beginning of the focus groups. About half of all students (approximately 45%) explicitly mentioned
8

racism in this task. However, the importance of racism was minimised in most of the actual
discussions. ‘a is

as, o the hole, othe ed : it as lo ated i othe pla es e.g., London), other

people (e.g., older people or extreme right-wing parties), or other times.

In the rural Sussex focus groups (where all our participants were white), comparisons with London
were very common in discussions of ethnic and cultural diversity. Interestingly, comparisons with
London could take one of two directions in these discussions: students either argued that there is
less racism in London because there is more diversity, or they argued that there is more racism due
to more diversity – but in both cases racism was constructed as having no direct relevance to the
pa ti ipa ts own lives. The extract below follows a discussion about immigration where participants
argue that there are very few migrants where they live compared to London apa t f o
people at Tes os , Indians in the village shop a d Asia s i a ea

to

Polish

).

Extract 1: You a t really be racist
Interviewer: Do you think your life would be different [in London] in some way?
John2: You might look at things, you might look at things in a different way.
Andy: There's probably more racism there though, because there's like more chance to be racist.
Kayleigh: Yeah.
Interviewer: More opportunity for racism.
Kayleigh: You're more aware of stuff, because they're around you a lot too. You need to sort of know about all
people, not them, but like something –
I te ie e : That's i te esti g. “o ou e sa i g that it makes you more aware but it could also potentially
make you more racist?
Tim: Not more racist, but there'd be more –
Interviewer: More racism.
Kayleigh: There is more racism around.

2

All names of participants used in the paper are pseudonyms in order to preserve anonymity.
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Tim: Yeah, because here you can't really be racist because there's not that many different races. Like to be
racist here is –
John: Even if you go into Brighton there's, there's more but it's so much like different to London. You go to
London and there's like so many different cultures and then Brighton's there's not many. There's a couple but
there's not –
Kayleigh: Large amounts.
Tim: Yeah, you can't notice it.
Interviewer: Yeah. Why do you think that people, some people, are racist?
Tim: I do t k o , quite a lot of old people are racist because of when they were brought up like – they were
likeJohn: My nan is racist [laughs]
Interviewer: Your nan. [John laughs] Why?
John: I do t thi k she k o s she's doi g it, but she [laughs]… different – you know what I mean.
Interviewer: Is it because of ignorance? Is that it or –
Tim: Probably people have different reasons, like different people.
Kayleigh: There's a lot more freedom now, so where back then there was a lot of this is the best but you're
minor and then they were brought up like that, but now there's a lot of freedom and there's a lot more
equality, so everyone – so the e's o… (FG7, Sussex)

In the extract above, London is initially introduced by students and then it is used by the interviewer
as a way of engaging the participants into further discussion. The participants argue that there is
o e oppo tu it fo

a is

i Lo do

e ause there is more ethnic diversity there. Students

argue that even in Brighton (the city closest to the school) ou

a t oti e diffe e t eth i ities.

This way of talking about racism places racism outside of the realm of everyday life. Racism is
constructed as irrelevant to them – it is something that affects Londoners but not the participants.
Similar findings have been documented in the US where participants located racism in the South
(Sommers & Norton, 2006). While previous literature has explored disclai e s of the t pe I

ot

a ist, ut (e.g., Augoustinos & Every, 2007) as a means of managing accountability, here we have a
10

complete negation of racism, so that accusations of racism are not just denied but rendered
impossible.

The i te ie e s uestio

h a e so e people a ist? seems to invite a more personalised

discussion the uestio is a out a ist people, ot a is

ge e all

about the origins of racism.

Tim and other members of the group respond by invoking another comparison, this time between
the present and the past, whereby racism is constructed as a thing of the past. We describe this as
a

e d of a is

dis ou se, which worked to downplay the existence and severity of racism in their

local communities and in Britain in general. Co
a

o e FG

ee o

e ts like I do t thi k that a is

o i ou data. That old people a e a ist

is that ad

as also a very common

argument (see also Sommers & Norton, 2006) and was one of the central elements of the e d of
a is

dis ou se.

John brings this general discussion about racism in the past closer to his own experiences by saying
that his grandmother is racist. This comment is delivered with laughter, which serves to minimise its
severity. In the last couple of tu s, Ti

a d Ka leigh a e espo di g to the i te ie e s fu the

probing a d atte pt to sa e John from a potentially awkward position. In this account, it was
historical and paternalistic structures that made people racist, while now there is more freedom and
equality. This argument works in two ways. First, it suggests that the structures that supported
racism are gone, and by implication, so is racism. Second, it suggests that people who were brought
up in these environments cannot be blamed if they are racist. As Condor (2006b) has shown, the
a ati e of

atio al di e sifi atio ,

he e

a hie e e ts of the B itish atio , is a o

di e sit a d tole a e a e o st u ted as historical
o

ig dis ou se i E gla d.

Extract 2: We get accused of being racist
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Anna: What I thi k is a it st a ge though is, I do t a

a sou d like a ist ause I

ot, but when you see

like an actual like black person and a white, I just thi k it s ot... Like I do t k o ho to e plai it e ause
sa a la k pe so
pe so
o

o ed e t doo to

o ed i , I
u it , like the

e, it just feels the sa e. I do t k o

ould t like ha e a thi g, ut I

h . But sa if a Asia

ould e sho ked that the

e not in their own

e ot i B adfo d o …

Adil: Yeah like…
Interviewer: It would seem odd.
Anna: It ould see
if a la k pe so

a it odd that the ha e

o ed e t doo to

e e ause it s ot a Asia

o

u it . But

o ed i I ould t even think any differently. It would just be normal.

Interviewer: What do others think about that?
Adil: I moved to [mentions location], it s ee t o ea s o

a d it took the

like a out a

o th to sta t

talking to us
Interviewer: It took your neighbours about a month?
Adil: Yeah.
Interviewer: Why was that?
Adil: I do t k o . The p o a l felt like, oh,
ou la guage o

hate e . Like that. The

e e e e

i ed

ith the

efo e, I

o de if the

a talk

e got a lot of stuff to thi k a out like, ill they even wanna talk

to us…
Anna: Yeah, which just goes through you mind.
Lill : I thi k it s

ei d. Like ou just got to this stage o ,

he

ou sta ted talki g a d ou e e like, I do t

wanna sound racist. We get accused of being racist [Anna: Yeah]

hate e

e e sa i g a out a diffe e t

culture.
A

a: Whe I

talki g a out ultu es a d stuff like that, I eed to at h hat I

sa i g.

(FG6, Yorkshire)

The extract above follows a discussion about the concentration of Asian communities in specific
parts of the pa ti ipa ts locality. Anna s ea l use of the I do t

a t to sou d a ist… ut

formulation can be understood as a rhetorical technique that allows Anna to say something that she
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anticipates could be problematic (Augoustinos & Every, 2010; van Dijk, 1992). In addition, however,
Anna also prefaces her comments about Asians with sa a black person moved next door to me, it
just feels the same . There is no logical reason why not being racist with one group would inoculate
Anna against an accusation of racism against another group, unless there is a shared understanding
that racism is located in the identity or reputation of the actor. Our interpretation is that Anna is
making a reputational claim. She is claiming an identity as a reasonable (not racist) person by
appealing to a shared understanding within the group, and specifically the understanding that there
is a particular kind of person who is a racist. This enables her to insist that her attitude to an Asian
neighbour lies in the behaviour of Asians rather than racism per se. Adil s tu

eah, like...

suggests that she was successful with this appeal.

A few lines later, A

a s dis lai e is picked up by Lilly. The use of

e i Lill s utte a e seems to

refer to white people who are presented as the victims of what is commonly discussed as political
correctness . Lilly is using an e t e e ase fo

ulatio

e get a used … hate e

e e sa i g to

make this point. There are two social norms being oriented to in this extract: the norm against
prejudice and the norm of free speech. As has also been shown in asylum seeker debates (Goodman
& Burke, 2010), the norm of free speech can be drawn upon to argue against the anti-prejudice
norm (which is constructed as stifling debate and openness). Ideologically, this discursive strategy
functions to blame ethnic minorities for being easily offended by benign comments.

The groups being juxtaposed in the extract are Asian and white British – i deed, A

a s i itial

comment positions Asian British against white and black British people. The group dynamics are
worth reflecting upon here. In particular, it is interesting that Adil, one of the Asian British boys in
the group, offers his support to everything that is being said in this exchange by his white peers, and
in the presence of a white researcher. When he describes his experience of when his family first
moved to a white-dominated area, he attributes his

eigh ou s behaviour to a few possible
13

reasons, none of them related to issues of prejudice or discrimination. Rather, the possible reasons
cited have to do with white people s fea that Asia s ould ot talk ou la guage . In other words,
Adil is reproducing the dominant discourse that constructs Asians as different and potentially
problematic while positioning whites as normal and reasonable.

In this focus group and in others, we found such instances whereby ethnic minority pupils would
side

ith ethnic majority pupils when the talk of the latter could be read as insensitive towards

ethnic minorities. As other research has shown (e.g., Mott & Condor, 1997; Wilkins, 2012) minority
individuals, particularly in contexts

he e the

ajo it

oi e is

ore dominant and salient (like in

this focus group), may be concerned to not be see as t ou le ake s

aki g a

ig deal out of

benign comments. But there are further identity stakes involved in disagreeing with the group here.
By avoiding reference to racism and by partaking in the dominant discourse against political
correctness, Adil is challenging a

i ti

s. pe pet ato intergroup positioning. Thus, he is able to

de o st u t the us(white)/them(Asian) di hoto

and distance himself from a stigmatised (c.f.

Dunn, 2005) victim identity.

Extract 3: The BNP is racist
Amneet: To be honest, I know this sounds really bad, but I think everyone is actually racist. It does get to that
poi t he e the e is a li e that e e

od is a ist. I do t thi k o one is not racist in the world.

Khalida: I do t thi k it s a is .
Interviewer: Why is everyone racist?
Amneet: Right, I do t thi k, the e is a poi t, it gets to a poi t he e people ill think differently and they will
say something what may offend a different race.
Lina: The words.
Interviewer: The words.
Lina: It s just ge e al words but people take them offensively so obviously Interviewer: “o it s the sa e thi g that was mentioned earlier, that people get offended easily.
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Khalida: I te tio s ot

o g it s just the way people take it.

Lina: I do t e e thi k it s a is ; I do t thi k it s a ist. I just thi k Interviewer: What makes someone racist?
Khalida: If the

e i te tio all doi g it.

Maher: The BNP is racist. The EDL.
Interviewer: The EDL and BNP are racist?
Amneet: But the

e just putti g thei poi t across of what they are doing so they are political but they go

about itMaher: The wrong way.
Amneet: Yeah, in the wrong way. (FG1, Yorkshire)

The participants of this focus group are a mixed-ethnicity friendship group of girls. The extract above
is another example of a conversation that works on the boundaries of racist/not racist. All the
participants locate racism in what people say, but disagree on who is to blame. The extract starts
ith A
ithi

eet s argument that everyone is racist (which is provided as a reason for the lack of mixing
the s hool s f ie dship g oups). This then leads to a discussion where participants co-

construct and negotiate attributions of racism. Amneet suggests that racism originates in the
pe pet ato

ho

ay say something offensive), while Khalinda and Lina suggest that racism

originates i the o e se siti it of the

i ti s (perhaps also aided by the i te ie e s uestio

h is e e o e a ist? that may have been understood as a challenge to A

eet s statement).

In order to establish what is racism and what is not racism, Khalinda draws on a commonly used
distinction between an act or an attitude than could be conceived as a ist a d

eal

a is

(Verkuyten, 1998) on the basis of intention (van Dijk, 1992; see also Swim, Scott, Sechrist, Campbell,
& Stangor, 2003), while Lina denies racism altogether. In an effort to define racism in a clear manner
a d espo di g to the i te ie e s pe siste e as to
discussion from

ode

a d elati el

e ig

a is

hat

akes so eo e a ist , Mahe shifts the
he e people thi k diffe e tl

to old15

fashioned racism. Racism is constructed as so morally reprehensible (Billig et al., 1988) that it could
only come from exceptionally prejudiced individuals or groups of people, such as the BNP (British
National Party) or the EDL (English Defence League) (two extreme right-wing organisations in Britain,
mainly known for their nationalist, anti-immigration, and Islamophobic views). This is an example of
othering : mobilising an extreme case formulation that pushes racism to the margins of everyday
experience and far away from the participants.

Displacing racism from the realm of everyday life allows people, particularly members of minority
groups, to construct their community as a welcoming and accommodating place (Wilkins, 2012) –
this may be particularly relevant to a mixed-ethnicity friendship group within a context that is
perceived by the students as being largely segregated into whites and Asians. However, this
othering of racism does not quite work i this e t a t: he take up

the i te ie e

the EDL

a d BNP a e a ist? , Amneet and Maher work collaboratively to argue that the actions of the BNP
a d EDL

ight e the

o g

a , ut thei politi al i te tio s e de e e these g oups

ot

a ist . In this stretch of talk racism is initially constructed as very common e e o e is a ist but
then it is progressively constructed as rare, so that only extremist beliefs or acts fall within the scope
of racism. I this ega d, it is i te esti g to ote that A
dis lai e

Ik o

this sou ds eall

eet s i itial state e t is p efa ed

ad, ut . I stead of dis lai i g a is , this fo

ith a

ulatio is

used here for the opposite purpose: to claim that racism is very common indeed. Making a claim of
racism thus appears to be as difficult and risky as making a claim of no racism (see Goodman, 2010;
see also extract 6 below).

Extract 4: The do t u de sta d that ou e just joki g a ou d
Maggie: Like for example like with Chinese people they say, oh Chi ese people a t see p ope l
the

e ause

e got like s ui t e es, which obviously, if ou e f ie ds ith a Chi ese pe so it s a joke. But the

people actually just say that in a racist way also. They just like take…
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Carrie: O iousl

ou f ie d

ill like thi k it s a joke ut if so eo e else like hea s it a d the do t eall

know you, the ll p o a l take it se ious [sic] e ause the do t u de sta d that ou e just joki g
around.
Interviewer: Okay, some jokes could be racist and some jokes are –
Sharon: I thi k the
Interviewer: The

e hidi g the fa t that it s a ist
e hidi g the fa t that it s a ist

tu i g it into a little joke.
tu i g it i to a joke oka . A e all jokes a ist?

Lana: No not really.
Interviewer: What does it depend on?
Sharon: Friendship, I think. Joking around with your friends then yeah.
Carrie: The way you put it.
Maggie: If you mean it aggressively, the

eah it s a ist. FG9, London)

The above extract is drawn from a mixed-ethnicity focus group in a London school whose population
is mainly of ethnic minority heritage (predominantly black). The quote is extracted from a longer
discussion where the students agree that racism is diminishing in Britain and London in particular. In
the beginning of the extract, Maggie and Carrie collaboratively construct the meaning of racism in
relation to interpersonal relationships: jokes which could be conceived as racist in other contexts,
are not racist in the context of an exchange among friends. Sharon challenges this view by arguing
that joking is still masked racism, but this point is not pursued further by the group. Rather, Sharon,
Carrie and Maggie work collaboratively to make a distinction between well-intentioned (and thus
justifiable) jokes among friends, and aggressive racism by non-friends. This distinction was very
common across the dataset. This returns us to the use of intention as a key criterion for
distinguishing between racist/not-racist, but using an intention of aggression rather than an
intention to be racist per se. The distinction between a is -p ope a d f ie dl joki g fu the
strengthens the end of racism discourse as it suggests that jokes which could potentially be
u de stood as a ist, a e ot eall

a ist (Billig, 2001). Defining racism in terms of the relationship

between the actors also undermines the legitimacy of third parties who might call out racism in
17

practice. Carrie argues that a stranger would not be qualified to define an act as racist e ause the
do t eall k o

ou . “pe ifi all , a st a ge is ot a a e of the relationships involved and

therefore does not have access to the information necessary to discount racism on the basis of
existing friendships and well-intentioned jokes.

Extract 5: “ome people do think it's a joke don't they?
Interviewer: Why do you girls think that it [racism] is common [referring to an earlier comment]?
Natalie: I think 'cause, like no matter where you go there's still gonna be someone, like even though if they're
saying on the TV or whatever that, oh, racism is bad and stuff, you still have these people who like they just
don't listen, and then you still get like racist people. And no matter what you just can't stop it 'cause that's,
e e just hu a a d e al a s do so ethi g

o g.

[Steph raises her hand to indicate that she wants to speak]
Interviewer: Steph, what do you think?
Steph: They also, I don't think they, the person who is racist, I don't think they're kind of racist I think they kind
of find it as a joke.
Interviewer: As a joke?
Steph: And they don't really think that it's personal, but it kind of is, 'cause they're just judging you and what
you are. And also it's not common-common, but it is common, 'cause even though they're not saying
something to you, they're saying, like they're thinking something and if they do say it then…
Natalie: Yeah.
Interviewer: Yeah, so it could be a joke?
Steph: Yeah, some people do think it's a joke don't they?
Interviewer: To say things that other people would find offensive?
Steph: Yeah.
Interviewer: Okay.
Claudia: Like there's like, I heard like jokes and stuff where people, they like try to copy the accents of different
people from different countries.
Interviewer: As a joke?
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Claudia: Like as a joke, but it really isn't. (FG10, London)

The extract above follows the initial o d asso iatio task ith the o d

ulti ultu alis

in one of

our London mixed-ethnicity focus groups. One of the associated words, as in many of the focus
g oups, as a is

. This served as a stimulus for further discussion on this topic, including the issue

of whether racism is common and to which the interviewer returns in the beginning of this extract.
In response to the question, Natalie orients to the norm against racism but argues that it is
ineffective in eliminating racism. On the contrary, she constructs racism not only as common but as
universal and inevitable (people

ill al a s do so ethi g

o g ). In this account, racism appears

as a real problem (it is not discounted), but it is also normalised as natural. Steph however is more
ambivalent. O the o e ha d, “teph

akes efe e e to

u da e e e da

a ifestatio s of

racism (i.e., jokes), thus broadening the scope of actions that can be construed as racism compared
to what we saw in previous extracts. On the other hand, Steph also suggests that because they see it
as a joke, the pe pet ato s are not racist or at least do not intend to be racist (seeing it as a joke is
mobilised as a deficit in understanding rather than an intention to get away with racism). This relates
to the idea of reputation. Because Steph is using a ist as a ou that defi es so eo e s ide tit
do t thi k that the , the pe so

ho is a ist, I do t thi k the

e ki d of a ist

I

ather than

so eo e s a tio s, she struggles to call people racist as that would damage their reputation.
However, she comes back to the idea that a is

is i fa t o

o

if ot

o

o - o

o

because (racist) people a e just judgi g ou a d hat ou a e . Immediately, however, she narrows
down the range of events that can be understood as racist by making a distinction between what
people think and what people actually say, suggesting that it is only explicit talk or action that
constitutes racism. Fi all , follo i g the i te ie e s fu the

uestio i g a out jokes, the

participants reach consensus that such talk may be seen a joke by those telling it, but it really is not.
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It is worth noting that, in contrast to previous extracts, participants in this extract describe racism in
terms of a tio s due to people s ignorance (they do t liste

a d do t eall thi k that it is

pe so al ), rather than their intention. Furthermore, in contrast to the previous extracts and to the
majority of our data, racism here is not seen as a marginal, rare occurrence but rather as common
and personally relevant. Everyday micro-aggressions (Essed, 1991; Sue, 2010), such as racially
offensive jokes, potentially fall within the scope of racism. This may reflect the fact that the students
taking part in this focus group were from ethnic minority and mixed backgrounds, so they might
have encountered instances of discrimination in their own lives as some literature suggests (e.g.,
Inman & Baron, 1996). However, although participants are fairly clear that these kinds of
experiences are common, they negotiate the extent to which they are racist and excusable through
references to ignorance and common humanit . This atte pt to p ese t a

ode ate a ou t of

racism can be understood as an effort to avoid looking oversensitive or unreasonable in making a
claim of racism (see also extract 3). On the whole, however, we did find that students in London
schools were somewhat more reflective about the origins and the facets of racism and exhibited
so iologi al i agi atio

(see Figgou & Condor, 2006): understanding racism as a broader

phenomenon that goes beyond explicit and overt racism, as the extract below shows.

Extract 6: You do t dese e to e i su h a i h e i o

e t

Adanna: “o eti es I thi k it s ki d of like e ause the e s a ad side to it e ause, like, so e people are
stereotyped as being [over-speaking]
Interviewer: Sorry, what was that?
Adanna: I do t k o ho to sa this, I

go

sometimes stereotyped as P-A-K-I. Do ou k o

at ,I
hat I

go

a sa it i the est a possi le. Pakista ia s a e

talki g a out?

Interviewer: Yes.
Adanna: And like, if you go to so e he e like Tooti g a d o if ou go to so e he e like, if ou e a la k
pe so a d ou e see i “elf idges the se u it gua d ill follo

ou a ou d e ause ou e la k a d it s a
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thing called [unclear], o if ou e a diffe e t a e the do t e pe t ou to e as high lass e ause ou e
lassed as this e tai

a e so ou do t dese e to e i su h a i h e i o

e t. Yeah.

Interviewer: Do other people feel like that?
All: Yeah.
Kainda: One time I walked into a shop, this is like in the summer time so I was a bit darker and my friend was
like really, really white. And we walked into this shop together and they started to follow us and then when we
sepa ated the sta ted to follo

e ot

f ie d. The did t o

a out he , just

e. A d I as also with a

black girl that came with me as well and like they normally follow the black people and then when the black
people sa

ah, h a e ou follo i g

e? the ki k ou out the sto e. “o… FG11, London).

The extract above is again drawn from the discussion following the word association task in the
beginning of this mixed-ethnicity focus group in London. In the word association task, the words
diffe e t a d u i ue

ee

e tio ed a d soon the discussion turned to the negative aspects of

difference, i.e. stereotyping. Adanna uses the very common (in Britain) example of stereotyping
agai st Pakista i people. The i te ie e offe s suppo t to Ada

a s poi t hi h gi es he oo

to

elaborate further, this time using her personal experiences (evidenced by the use of the personal
p o ou

ou as a young black person in London. Adanna mobilises her experience to talk about

the social and economic dimensions of stereotyping. The use of the if…the

fo

ulatio allo s

Adanna to construct a causal relationship between ethnicity and disadvantage. In stark contrast to
the extracts presented earlier, Adanna reflects on the intersection of class and ethnic prejudice in
Britain which disadvantages black people

ou e lassed as this e tai

a e so ou do t dese e

to be in such a rich environment . So here the emphasis is on broader social relations, and racism is
discussed in terms of its effects on social justice.

The i te ie e s fu the p o pti g aises ag ee e t
eth i it stude t, o o o ates Ada
a e ou te

a s a ati e

the est of the g oup a d Kai da, a
e ou ti g he o

sto

i ed-

of dis i i atio in

ith a shop s se u it gua d. The fact that Kainda makes no reference to personal
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intentions, but suggests that the reason she was being followed by the guard was her skin colour,
alludes to discrimination as a structural (not interpersonal) phenomenon. What is interesting about
Kai da s a ou t is that she uses a very concrete and detailed story (time of year, being darker,
being with her friends one of whom is white and one who is black) in an effort to make a waterproof
claim about an experience of racism. Having two friends is necessary for making such an argument
because she can show that the discrimination she experienced is about being black (because they
did not follow the white friend) and not something personal to her (because they followed her other
friend who was also black). Her narrative resembles psychological quasi-experimental designs for
establishing cause-and-effect relationships. As Augoustinos and Every (2010) observe, calling out
racism is easily dismissed though the use of racism denial tropes (c.f. van Dijk, 1992), such as the
end of racism discourse. Indeed, Augoustinos and Every (2010) reviewed literature which shows
that anti-racists are constructed negatively, for example as demagogues or elites. Ethnic minorities
are further shown to be particularly reluctant to call out discrimination in order to avoid reputational
damage (e.g., Wilkins, 2012). In line with these observations, Kainda seems to be orienting to the risk
of making a claim of racism, and she is generating the strongest account that she can to counter the
prevalent discourse of the end of racism.

DISCUSSION
In this paper, we have explored how

hat a is

is is a

atte of o st u tio , e-construction and

contestation, within focus groups among students from a variety of ethnic backgrounds in English
secondary schools in Yorkshire, Sussex and London. We have sought to explore both the content and
functions of talk in light of the specific local community settings and the broader social norms
shaping constructions of racism. In contrast to previous prototype research (e.g., Inman & Baron,
1996), we suggest that racism is a socially constructed system of representation.
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In this final section of the paper, we discuss the contribution of our study. Certainly, our findings are
not easily generalizable to other local contexts as the particularities of the schools and localities that
we selected helped produce these particular data. However, insights from this study can be used to
inform research on constructions of racism both on a theoretical and on an empirical level.

On a theoretical level, our analysis suggests that in order to understand the ways in which racism is
constructed, we need to pay close attention to different levels of analysis: societal/ideological, local
community and micro-interactional. It is the interplay of norms, social identities, relational dynamics
and rhetorical concerns that produces racism as a complex social construction. While studies on
o st u tio s of a is

ha e te ded to fo us o eithe s all d or

ig D discourses (Gee, 1990), we

argue that in order to explore both the pervasiveness of discourses around racism and their
particular nuances in different contexts, we need to study them at the intersection of micro and
macro levels of analysis. On a macro level

ig D , these discourses serve ideological functions (such

as silencing minoritised perspectives), while on a micro level

s all d , they serve rhetorical

functions (such as positive self-presentation) in accordance with specific interactional dynamics. We
further argue that this integrated focus on social norms, local contexts and interactional dynamics
can help highlight the ways in which constructions of racism appear to be both pervasive and
relatively open to contestation. On the one hand, they are based on and reflect established social
norms, such as the norm against prejudice (Billig et al., 1988) a d the e d of a is

dis ou se that

we identified in this study. On the other hand, they are dynamic and co-constructed in tangible
social interactions and within specific local contexts.

On an empirical level, our findings extend previous research on the norm against prejudice (Billig et
al., 1988). In our data, we found that racism was constructed in variable ways: it was commonly
individualised (i.e., constructed as the result of personal shortcomings) (see Figgou & Condor, 2006;
Howarth, 2009; Sapountzis & Vikka, 2015). However, it was also discussed in terms of social
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structures and social relations. For instance, outdated so ial st u tu es e e sometimes blamed for
the existence of racism in the past and its legacy into the present. What seems to bind all these
different ways of constructing racism together is the finding that racism was predominantly
othered in the talk of the students. B othe ed , e

ea that a is

as positio ed as so ethi g

abnormal, irrational, and distant – in a similar way that othered social groups are positioned as
diffe e t f o

us . When discussing racism in contemporary Britain, participants were careful to

position it on the margins of normality and everyday experience: racism was othered historically,
generationally, and geographically. With regards to the former, racism was constructed as a thing of
the past. As such, it was the older generation that was more readily constructed as racist due to
ignorance and being raised within an outdated

o

ati e a d st u tu al s ste . Furthermore,

racism was othered geographically: it was located in other places, such as London (e.g., in our
Sussex focus groups).

This othe i g of a is
Gulati,

see s to poi t to a

o the e d of a is

oade dis ou se a out post- a ialis

. The ph ase the e d of a is

American o se ati e autho D “ouza i his

has p e iousl

see Carbado &
ee used

the

ook of the sa e title. The ook p ese ts a

attack on liberal antiracism and has been heavily criticised by anti-racists and social scientists alike.
In the book it is argued that racism has diminished and that it no longer disadvantages ethnic
i o ities. ‘athe , D “ouza a gues, the diffi ulties fa i g Af i a A e i a s the
as he puts it toda a e the esult of ultu al pathologies

ithi these o

la k u de lass ,

u ities, ot a is . It is

no surprise that this book has received considerable critique. We do not suggest that the accounts of
our participants coincide with the views presented in this very controversial book. However, there
seem to be common themes in the ways that racism is described in these quite different contexts.
Fo

ou pe spe ti e, this sho s that the

oade e d of a is

dis ou se, as e have described it

here, seems to be part of everyday ways of thinking about racism, at least in the sample that we
studied. It is, therefore, not just a minority controversial position. This discourse renders both racism
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and anti-racism irrelevant to contemporary societies, thus defusing and derailing a debate about
racism (see also Harries, 2014).

Participants employed different discourses in different ways in our data depending on the local and
broader social context. We found, for instance, that colour-blind norms were quite salient in
Yorkshire and Sussex (when compared to London). Yorkshire, in particular, has been the target of
intense media and political attention due to stereotypes of segregation and cultural isolation. Partly
as a esult of this o

ati e p essu e,

i i g (meaning socialising with students from different

ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds) was very often mentioned as something that students
should do. As a corollary of this, participants in Sussex and Yorkshire (both ethnic majority and
ethnic minority) often discounted racism. The commonest argument used was making a distinction
between violent lata t a is

a d e ig

ell-intentioned acts which are mistakenly construed as

racism (c.f. Swim et al., 2003; Verkuyten, 1988). Fo eth i

i o it pupils, sidi g

ith the ie s

expressed by white peers and discounting racism may be an effort to position themselves as part of
the majority and/or avoid a victim identity. This can be an important identity stake, particularly in
the context of a focus group dis ussio

he e the

hite

ajo it

oi e appea ed to e

oe

pronounced (like in our Yorkshire groups) and in the presence of a moderator who was seen as
white. We suggest, therefore, that it is not just the accusation of being called racist that students
oriented to, but also the accusation of being t ou le ake s
the o

s of ei g good tea

ho called out racism and disrupted

pla e s i the o te t of these s hools.

In contrast, students in London more often made claims for the commonality of racism and
extended the definition of racism to include a wider range of acts. This may be partly because these
focus groups were more ethnically mixed and the dynamics between majorities-minorities were
more balanced. Further, the research was conducted in South London which has a history of protest
against racism – so in this case, local community identities may be mobilised to both make racism
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more visible and act against it (Howarth, 2002). However, even in the cases where students argued
about the commonality of racism, they struggled to construct a watertight formulation that would
allo

the

to

ake these lai s. The e plo ed a la e pe i e tal

ethod to suppo t thei

argument in a way that cannot be easily refuted or discounted (as in extract 6). Participants were
therefore not only concerned to present themselves as non-racist but also to appear as non-antiracist, as explained above.

These findings across different locations and group compositions can be explained in terms of the
participants orienting to the norm against prejudice (Billig et al., 1988) and seeking to avoid
reputational damage (both for themselves and for their local communities and schools). This has
been well-documented in previous research (e.g., Augoustinos & Every, 2010). However, our study
extends this research and provides some rather unexpected findings, in a way that also enhances the
reflexive validity (Stiles, 1993) of this research. While racism disclaimers have been primarily
interpreted in terms of the norm against prejudice in western societies, our data show that this
norm may have changed or expanded: it is not just a norm against racism per se but a norm against
the existence of racism altogether. The pe asi e ess of the e d of a is
i talk that othe ises a is

dis ou se, i sta tiated

in our data, shows a possible normative change from seeing racism as

morally reprehensible to seeing racism as a thing of the past. To conclude, we suggest, therefore,
that future research explores further not only denials of racism as rhetorical strategies in microinteractions, but the end of racism as a broader normative discourse and its effects for interethnic
relations and equality.
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Table 1. Socio-demographics of participants in each focus group
Focus
Location of
Socio-demographics of Number of
group
school
overall school cohort3
participants

3

1

Yorkshire
(urban)

2

Yorkshire
(urban)

3

Yorkshire
(urban)

4

Yorkshire

School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of pupils are
of White heritage,
about one third from
minority ethnic groups,
mainly Pakistani
School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of pupils are
of White heritage,
about one third from
minority ethnic groups,
mainly Pakistani
School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of pupils are
of Pakistani heritage,
minority are white
British
School serves area of

Year group/
Age of
participants
Year 10/
14 years old

Ethnic origin of
participants

Gender of
participants

White and South
Asian British

Girls

6

Year 8/
12 years old

White and South
Asian British

Boys

7

Year 10/
14 years old

White and South
Asian British

Mixed (3 boys, 4
girls)

7

Year 8/

White and South

Mixed (3 boys, 4

6

Based on Ofsted reports at time of data collection.
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(urban)

5

6

7

socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of pupils are
of Pakistani heritage,
minority are white
British
Yorkshire (rural) School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of students
are White British,
minority of students
are of minority ethnic
heritage, mainly
Pakistani, increasing
number of East
European students
Yorkshire (rural) School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of students
are White British,
minority of students
are of minority ethnic
heritage, mainly
Pakistani, increasing
number of East
European students
Sussex (rural)
School serves area of
socio-economic

12 years old

Asian British

girls)

8

Year 10/
14 years old

White, South Asian
and Middle-Eastern
British

Mixed (3 boys, 5
girls)

6

Year 8/
12 years old

White and South
Asian British

Mixed (3 girls, 3
boys)

5

Year 10/
14 years old

White British

Mixed (3 boys, 2
girls)
34

advantage
Vast majority of pupils
are of White British
heritage
8

Sussex (rural)

9

London (South)

10

London (South)

11

London (South)

School serves area of
socio-economic
advantage
Vast majority of pupils
are of White British
heritage
School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Vast majority of
students are from
minority ethnic
background, mainly
Black African and Black
Caribbean
School serves area of
socio-economic
disadvantage
Vast majority of
students are from
minority ethnic
background, mainly
Black African and Black
Caribbean
School serves area of

6

Year 8/
12 years old

White British

Mixed (3 girls, 3
boys)

7

Year 9/
13 years old

Mixed, White Other
(European), Black
and White British

Girls

5

Year 8/
12 years old

White Other
(European), South
American and
Mixed British

Girls

8

Year 9/

White Other

Girls
35

socio-economic
disadvantage
Majority of students
are from minority
ethnic background,
mainly Black African
and Black Caribbean

13 years old

(European and
Western Asia),
White, South
American, Mixed
and Black British

36

