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To Michael Williams

author, Black scientists & Inventors series

through whose initiative

many people of colour have said they wanted me

to write a version of my first book

Changing Generations

‘but for schools’.

May the communities achieve their liberation!

‘I grew up in Thornton Heath, south-east London. Although raised by a good family in a close community, I was exposed to violence and violent crime throughout my childhood and young adult life. I’ve seen people beaten and stabbed and shot. In 2011, I was involved in an incident where my mum was shot in front of me and my stepfather was shot and killed. I myself spent several years committing crimes, running from the police and, at one point, I went to jail. Although I now appreciate this is far from normal, we didn’t know that almost daily violence wasn’t the norm for most young British kids. I believe that we – me and my community – suffer from the trauma of what we experienced, to this day’ (Konan, rapper, 2019).1

‘It is only when you meet someone of a different culture from yourself that you begin to realise what your own beliefs really are’ (George Orwell, 1937). Born Eric Arthur Blair, his Scottish ancestors were slave-owners in Jamaica from 1699 and married into the English ruling class. His great-great-grandfather, Charles Blair, in 1834 received £4,442 (£3 million in today’s money), at the freeing of 218 enslaved Africans that he owned in St-Thomas-in-the-East. The loan raised by the British government to make this payment was only paid off by British taxpayers in 2015.2
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Alan Sharp worked as a Community Development Worker in Tooting, South London from 2000 until retirement in 2018. He holds a BA Hons in Modern History and Politics with Economics from Southampton University, an MBA from Manchester Business School and an RSA Certificate in Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) from International House, London. He has taught English to refugees in a language school and to international business people. He has also taught French to British children. He tweets on Twitter under the username @chggenerations.

He says that learning to see the world through the eyes of people of colour has led him to critique his own way of thinking. It’s helped him to gain a white, antiracist identity. He is learning to work with white people in solidarity with people of colour so that people of colour can find liberation from oppression in this generation. His first book, Changing Generations, was published by BIS Publishing Services.
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‘I’ve been bullied ever since I started school. The bullies call me nasty names; it makes me feel so ashamed. My friends won’t hang out with me anymore because people started asking why they were friends with someone who had dirty skin. I was born in the UK but bullies tell me to go back to my own country. I don’t understand because I’m from the UK. I’ve tried to make my face whiter before using makeup so that I can fit in. I just want to enjoy going to school.’ (10-year-old girl to NSPCC Childline, 2019).

‘I’m being bullied at school because I’m Chinese. The other kids say that my skin is yellow, call me names, and it gets me really down. I hate the way I look so much; I think if I looked different everyone would stop being mean to me and I’d fit in. I’ve tried to change the way that I look by using eyeliner so that I fit in more. I don’t want to tell my parents because I think it would upset them.’ (11-year-old girl to NSPCC Childline, 2019).

‘People call me a terrorist and keep telling me to go back to where I came from. I dress in traditional Muslim clothes and I think it singles me out. I usually just put my head down and get on with it but it’s getting to the point now where I genuinely feel like I might get attacked.’ (16-year-old girl from a Muslim background to NSPCC Childline, 2019).3

‘Racism’s ended now, hasn’t it?’4

In a 2020 poll, people said racism in Britain had either got worse or stayed the same over their lifetime, rather than that racism was becoming less common. Nearly two-thirds of people thought there was a ‘fair amount’ or a ‘great deal’ of racism in Britain today.5

So what? As a man, if you’re anything like me, you can’t wait to get ahead of others and get rich. So, you elbow your way past other men to get to the front of the queue. ‘I’m strong/he’s weak.’ ‘I’m quick/he’s slow.’ ‘I’m clever/he’s sad.’ It’s called the master/slave relationship.6 Then you elbow women out of the way. ‘I’m rational/she’s emotional.’ ‘I’m tough/she’s weak.’7

People of colour are people of African, Asian, Latin American and Pacific Islander backgrounds.8 Your view may be that, ‘I’m white. We’re better than them. We’ve won two world wars and one World Cup.’9 You feel you’re invincible.

Until one day something goes wrong. Maybe you’re made redundant and can’t get back into work. Maybe your body packs up, or you experience abuse and get traumatised. You’re feeling oppressed and you try to learn how other oppressed people are handling life. At last, you’re open to learning from others.

As a baby, a person learns early, when learning what their self is, that their mother, who from time to time denies their baby’s demands, is for them the object or ‘the Other’, and is different from the baby’s self.10

So, when that person is older, they see those who are their family and community as their kindred. Advantaged individuals and groups determine that people see the foreigner, together with lower-class people and women, as ‘the Other’. But it may be the foreigner who is suffering, for example by not living among their kindred. The challenge is to recognise that the person who is suffering is a human being, with an ancestor in common with you in Africa, and to be a friend to them.11

Learning to critique the way you think

• for people of colour, your doing this is a life-or-death matter

‘On something as confusing as racism, is there any way I can check whether my way of thinking about racism is right?’ Well, students learn to critique their way of thinking by learning from other people. People call this critical reflection.12

Now, if you want to understand sexism, you need to learn from women, the people who experience sexism. Similarly, if you want to understand racism, you need to learn from people of colour, the people who experience racism.

You do this by reading what people of colour write, rather than by hearing what they say. Because for many people, like women or people of colour, if they tell white men what they really think of them the relationship usually ends badly for themselves.13 But people of colour have already written what they think of white people.

‘How do you know how to critique me if you don’t know what I’m like?’ I don’t know your personal identity. But part of identity relates to British identity. Colley suggests there are three ingredients of British identity, first Protestant culture, then the regular thrill of war, and finally the triumphs of the British Empire.14 Currently, church attendance is low and falling. War in the last 430 years has mainly been to build and maintain the Empire. So, much of people’s thinking about life is based on the version of the British Empire they have been taught over the years.

So, I’ll try here to use a contemporary method through which people can critically reflect – postcolonial studies. Postcolonial studies is mainly people of colour looking at the consequences of white people’s empire history for people of colour, whose ancestors white people colonised.15

‘How come you think people of colour understand white people better than white people understand themselves?’ Since very early in the lives of people of colour, white people have made them aware of their contempt for people of colour, and that white people will only allow white people to get the best things in life, while they leave what they don’t want for people of colour.16 So, people of colour now have a double consciousness: they know both what white people think about life and about people of colour, and what people of colour think about themselves.

In fact, people of colour were writing about whiteness (racism’s effect on white people who act in a racist way) 200 years before Toni Morrison in 1990 showed how white American writers reacted in their books to African Americans living in America.17 This finally prompted some white people to start finding out about their own whiteness.

• every action has consequences

In 2009, a 16-year-old youth who had been drinking killed 24-year-old Adam Rogers with a single punch.18 Adam’s parents started a charity called Every action has consequences, to show young people that drinking alcohol might have unexpected consequences.

It took me until I was in my 40s and made redundant a second time to realise that everything I had ever done had consequences. Until then, I had no concern about how people like me benefitted daily from complicity in a system that keeps me relatively rich by keeping most people in the world poor.

• changing from anti-intellectualism to learning from what others write

It’s common for people to speak about issues, such as whether women should be allowed to have abortions, without stopping to read what other people have written about these issues. To speak about an issue by relying on what you see as ‘common sense’, rather than by reading first what people have written about it, is a practice known as anti-intellectualism.19

Anti-intellectualism is distrust of people seen as intellectuals who, because they have thought hard about issues, may come up with answers that might challenge the way people think and act. So, Michael Gove, when challenged about expert advice that said that Brexit could damage Britain’s economy, said that he thought the ‘people of this country have had enough of experts’.20 Rich people may not like ordinary people knowing of those ideas because those ideas might change the system that currently works to rich people’s advantage.

I have tried here not to write anything without first checking it with people who have studied these issues more than me. Their views are often different from those traditionally associated with the views of older, middle class, white men.

If you’re concerned about changing inequality locally or abroad you could start by reading what’s happening and how to change things for the better. ‘This country could learn so much from the diverse people who now live here.’21

• different life experiences lead to different standpoints

If you’re in a mountainous rural area, what you can see depends on where you’re standing. You might only be able to see 50 metres along a winding, heavily-wooded stream and might not be able to tell others about what to do 5km away. To understand more about the bigger picture, you need to learn from people looking from different standpoints.22

People arrive at different standpoints through their different lived experiences. Lived experience is the experience of people on whom one or many social issues have had a personal impact. People gain knowledge and insights through their lived experience so they’re able to drive for social change in their lives.23

For example, in the 1970s, many men saw women staying at home doing housework and raising children as women doing their natural work and labouring in love. Many women, however, saw their work for no income as exploited labour. They pointed to men presiding over a legal system that provided no protection for women from rape or domestic violence.24

In societies that are structured by gender, class, race, religion and sexuality, the more forms of discrimination people suffer, the better they are able to understand how their oppressors think, so they’re better able to critique their oppressor’s thinking. Thus, the people at the bottom of the social hierarchy – say, women of colour – are best able to help everyone else understand what needs to be done to sort out inequality. When women of colour are lifted out of discrimination, they lift everyone else above them out of discrimination too.25

• treat all people as individuals, don’t stereotype

So, having asked you to trust what I as a white man say, I trust you won’t object when I share what many people of colour write about what they experience. Problems arise when people stereotype anyone they have come to look down on. For example, my parked car was once hit by the car of a white man who was backing it out of his driveway. Should I therefore act as if all white men are bad drivers? No, I treat each white man individually and make a judgement after I’ve observed their driving in the context of their lifestyle over a longer period of time.

If I agree to treat all white men individually rather than stereotyping all white men as the same, then I should also treat people of colour or anyone else individually, too. I trust you’ll take this white man’s views and the views of people of colour as being equally valid and of equal value.

• learn from people who are different from you

Life changed for me when I began work as a community worker in Tooting, inner south London, in 2000. Three-quarters of people in Tooting were postmodern (born from 1961 onwards). About 45 per cent were people of colour.

Modern, middle-class white men like me only formed 2 per cent of the population. No more modern people were being born. I was a dinosaur. Did I, from my culture, have the answers to these people’s issues? No.

If I was to be effective in my community work, I had to learn what was important to people who were different from me. Fast. I had to learn what life looked like from other people’s points of view. To do that I had to read the books people from their backgrounds had written.

• respect other people’s cultures rather than see your culture as superior

A traditionally accepted view in the West is that if a white man says something it is right everywhere. This is the principle of universalism: that some ideas apply to everyone universally.26 What is being implied is, ‘Do things our way or go somewhere else.’ For people with a different culture the implication is that white people think that the cultures of people of colour are inferior to white people’s cultures, and that people of colour need to drop their own culture and copy a white person’s culture.

White people will say people of colour need to integrate (get along with white people) but in fact white people mean that people of colour should assimilate (do things the white person’s way and drop their own culture). Saying integrate but meaning assimilate is an example of white people’s rhetorical ethic: saying one thing and really meaning something else.27 For example, a doctor might say they are motivated by concern for others, when really they’re motivated by a high salary. Many people of colour see this disrespect of their culture as white people’s cultural imperialism.

• learn from people who understand issues better than you do

Writers with heritage in different continents should, in the view of many, be expected to be experts on those continents, owing to their cultural understanding, rather than white people.28 Therefore, people should learn from them, that is, people should practise interculturalism.

Interculturalism means to discuss, for example, from a majority-world indigenous person’s view of the world with someone having a European’s view of the world.29 Put another way, it is living in a world where different worlds exist together. For example, Mahmood Mamdani has shown his expertise in understanding the causes of conflicts and ways forward in Afghanistan, Iraq and Darfur.30 Natreema Asafu-Adjaye says of her first trip to Ghana:

‘My view of Africa was influenced by the images I had seen on British TV since infancy. The portrayal of famine, disease, impoverished people who resided in shanty towns and mud huts with straw roofs and no electricity and clean water supply.... I remember how surprised I was by the size of the large bungalow-style houses which were more than three times bigger than most terraced properties in Britain. [It] didn’t look like the depiction of Africa I’d watch at home on TV.’31

‘What’s next?’

To find out what’s really going on in the world and how to best make a difference, white people need to read what people of colour, especially women of colour, write.

This book is in three parts.

Part 1 discusses racism’s effect on people of colour. It does so through analyses of race, racism and two of racism’s presentations: structural racism and microaggressions.

Part 2 is racism’s effect on people who are racist. Having discovered the reality of structural racism, white people need to start learning from people of colour how the world looks to them. This will help white people develop a white anti-racist identity – like learning about everything from scratch again - and start acting as a white person in coalition with people of colour to make a difference. White people discover their whiteness and how the ruling class has distorted their history daily through the media, so that they blamed people of colour for their troubles rather than the ruling class.

Transiting out of Part 2 there’s an analysis of Eurocentrism. If this approach is not relevant in currently diverse classrooms an alternative approach is analysed.

This leads into Part 3, issues in schools. There are suggestions for possible ways forward for educators and teachers as regards ‘underachievement’, the school-to-prison pipeline and the curriculum.
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‘White children are able to identify their racial identity between the ages of four and six. In contrast, other ethnic groups do not choose dolls that reflect their ethnic group until the age of seven, which is likely to be down to an awareness of the value attached to whiteness rather than a reflection of their own racial awareness’ (Choudry, 2021).32

Some changes in how people have understood race and racism over time.33

The Portuguese were the first to treat African people as inferior by only enslaving Africans. The occasion was the landing and sale of 235 enslaved Africans in Lagos, Portugal in 1444, for work as domestic slaves.34 The enslavement of only Africans resulted from the construction of forts by Eastern Mediterranean Slavic communities to stop slave traders seizing and enslaving their people.35

Race appears in a different form in the 1480s36 in Spain, when the province of Castile established the Inquisition to monitor charges of heresy among Jewish converts to Christianity. Spanish Christians suspected Jewish converts of secretly practising Judaism. The Inquisition was meant to ensure that only ‘true Christians’ were appointed to central and local government jobs rather than Jews who claimed to have become Christians. To do this the Inquisition checked the ‘purity of blood’ of applicants’ ancestors with people from their home communities who knew of their grandparents. This was a kind of theological race.

When the Spanish invaded Latin America they met people who seemed to them to have no faith: indigenous people and Africans. They set up separate republics for Spanish and indigenous people, carried out ‘purity of blood’ checks as in Europe and controlled Africans with laws restricting their freedoms. Since this system depended largely on what people looked like this was an example of colour-coded race, as with Africans in Portugal.

Note that only white people perpetuate racism.37 By the 19th century, white people saw race as a way to distinguish people by biological category. They used these categories to explain visible differences between people of different cultures and especially to show European superiority.38 They alleged, for example, that Africans’ head shapes showed that they were inferior to white people and that intermarriage between African and white people would cause racial contamination. African writers have been challenging and rejecting these and other allegations for the last 250 years.39

However, today, if you compare the DNA of two unrelated people, they are 99.9 per cent identical. This shows that members of the human race are all in some way related to one another and that there are no separate races.40

Human life began in Africa in tropical conditions, in which heavily pigmented skin, rich in melanin, gave protection against ultraviolet radiation damage to DNA. When people migrate from the equator, skin colour takes between 10,000 and 20,000 years to adapt to a new latitude. In other words, skin colour just shows how long a person’s ancestors have been living away from the equator. Skin colour therefore has nothing at all to do with people’s culture, civilisation, characteristics or any supposed superiority or inferiority.41

What is race?

‘So, you’re saying there are no such things as biological races?’

That’s right! Race has no scientific or biological validity.42 But white people have for up to 580 years benefitted financially from their domination of people of colour based on race, and are keeping race alive today for their own financial benefit. Race is what is called a social construct, a value assigned to something based on a collective decision within a society, rather than on a natural or independent existence.43 I’ll explain.

People have opinions about life and see the world through the lens of those opinions. A great deal of knowledge exists only because people give it meaning. Many things in the world are not real but a society gives them meaning by agreeing to that meaning.

For example, cash is pieces of paper and metal that have no value in themselves. Society agrees that these particular pieces of paper and metal are money and everyone then treats them as money.44 In this way, white is also a social construct. White, defining Europeans as white people, was invented to show which people are considered to be white people, that is, the superior people.

So today it is white people’s society that invents the categories of races, and society manipulates or retires these races when convenient.45 So today race is not about some fixed, or objective social and physical characteristics, but rather race is about relationships of domination and subordination, about power, about the ‘haves’ and the ‘must-not-haves.’46 So, race ‘continues to be the problem of the twenty-first century’.47

Definition of race (socially constructed)

[A] distinct biological type of human being, usually based on their skin colour or other physical characteristics.48

How people in universities understand race

‘It’s really all about class isn’t it, not race?’

Academics in universities have largely abandoned using race as an important organisational category. For Marxists, the only action for liberation is class-based. For Marxists, race is on the edge of society rather than at society’s centre. Europeans created race as a way to oppress people under capitalism so as to dominate different groups.49 Marxists discourage workers from organising according to racial solidarity but focus instead on workers of the world uniting together.50 Marxists see no justifiable basis for race today; for them if you see race you are being racist.

For liberals, society’s attitudes have changed fundamentally since enslavement. Liberals feel that people have progressed from a time of ignorance, when they thought racial status signified meaningful difference between people. People have progressed to enlightenment in which race is not seen to make a difference and people have progressed beyond race consciousness. White people aim for people of colour to be integrated with the majority. Many people of colour see this integration as assimilation into white culture and values and hence as losing their own culture and values.51

Social domination, whether by race, gender, religion or sexual preference, from the liberal point of view, represents bias and this form of domination should be dealt with similarly.52 From the liberal perspective, these inequalities are the same in nature. Thus, in Britain, the Commission for Racial Equality was closed down and then incorporated into the Equality and Human Rights Commission. This shows how the state views inequalities. All that is needed is to identify the individuals in society who are overtly physically or verbally racist and just target them.53

So, for liberals, seeing racial differences is returning to a backward age, which people need to progress from.54 For liberals, as with Marxists, to see race is to be racist. The enlightened race-related response for a liberal is to have a colour-blind attitude.55

One response to both Marxists and liberals is to engage about examples of structural racism that people of colour are still going through today.56

To determine whether some issue is about race, here are three guidelines:

‘It is about race if a person of colour thinks it is about race.’ People of colour bring their racial identity and also their history of being a person of colour into their experience of all situations.

‘It is about race if it disproportionately or differently affects people of colour.’ Even though there are a few people of colour who are financially successful, when you take people of colour as a whole, they have measurably poorer outcomes based on race.

‘It is about race if it fits into a broader pattern of events that disproportionately or differently affect people of colour.’ Being a person of colour in a white-dominated society is often as if you’re in an abusive relationship with the world. It’s as if you’re walking along and someone punches you in the arm. And then another punch. And people punch you in the arm repeatedly. And if you complain people focus only on the last punch and say, ‘It’s only a small one. I’m sure there was a reason for it. Everyone gets hurt occasionally.’57

‘But if there’s no scientific basis for race, must this be a post-race society?’

First, race is not the parent of racism: racism is the parent of race. Racial discrimination in the form of racist policies comes first, followed by racist ideas, then ignorance and hate.58

So, getting rid of the child, race, does not get rid of the parent, racism. And people still then have to engage with racism, which is about white people demonstrating that they are superior to people of colour, based on their colour of skin.59

Again, white people set up race so that in an exploitative economic system there’s always more profit for white people, who are considered superior, than for people of colour, whose purpose in life is to get less of the profit. This premise, for white people to get more because people of colour are to get less, has been built into all social institutions as structural racism. Since white people have the power to enforce racism it’s in white people’s interests to keep racism going permanently.60

Also, the election of Barack Obama, the first black US President, was the supposed sign of a post-racial age arriving. However, Obama suffered 400 times as many death threats as his predecessor, President George Bush.61

	
		
Chapter Two. What is racism?
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‘I was safe at home... until my first day at school when I was released into the gauntlet of the playground. Each day I faced the challenge of rebuilding the little hope and self-esteem that was demolished by the self-hating prejudiced children who were being taught such views by their parents and guardians…. Some of my peers antagonised me about my African ancestry and dark skin complexion…. No matter how much I tried to hide in the corner of the playground or crouch inside the cupboard of the class cloakroom. There was nothing that could deter them from bullying me…. They rejected me because of how I looked. To my peers, dark skin, tough hair and broad features meant that you were ugly, impoverished and uncivilized. I know this is what they believed because they told me so every single day’ [emphasis mine] (Natreema Asafu-Adjaye, 2015).62
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