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An eloquent and thought-provoking book on racism and prejudice by the Liverpool and England football legend John Barnes.
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Barnes is now an articulate and captivating social commentator on a broad range of issues, and in The Uncomfortable Truth About Racism he tackles head-on the issues surrounding prejudice with his trademark intelligence and authority.


By vividly evoking his personal experiences, and holding a mirror to this country’s past, present and future, Barnes provides a powerful and moving testimony. The Uncomfortable Truth About Racism will help to inform and advance the global conversation around society’s ongoing battle with the awful stain of prejudice.
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Author’s Note



Before you start reading, I want to make it clear that everything in this book is a representation of my thoughts and perspectives on all of the discussed topics. It is a completely personal view.










INTRODUCTION



At the start of my writing journey for this book many years ago, I was hopeful, excited, empowered, and had a real belief in the human spirit of right-mindedness, not only in the average person but in our leaders who wanted a better, more equal life for us all. Historically, Britain has always been influenced by the concept of social class: even its own parliament was structured on a class system, with the House of Lords representing the privileged upper class and the House of Commons representing the rest. I understood this class structure, which prevented real equality, and decided to focus on racial inequalities while also considering gender, sexuality and other issues, as they are all intertwined with each other due to our unconscious conditioning, a concept which I shall explain in more detail throughout the book.


There were highs and lows along that journey, with equal measure I’d say, but as time went on, I realised that for every step forward there were two steps back. This made me think about how people over the last few hundred years must have felt when little steps were taken in their situations, and whether they also thought things would get better in their lifetime. But those were the olden days and we are morally and intellectually superior to those people today, surely? I became increasingly aware that, arrogantly, we don’t take into account that people in the past may have thought exactly the same thing about themselves.


I continued to prepare the book to its conclusion, which I hoped would herald a time for all of equality of opportunity (not necessarily ‘equality of outcomes’ as that’s more nuanced due to class and other dynamics), with the future looking brighter for the next group of young dynamic activists helping to shape the debate. I’ll let you, the reader, decide on whether we have come anywhere near that watershed moment.


•


All this seemed the furthest thing from my mind when I first set foot in this country. When my parents told me that we were coming to England, I was so excited – I was going to the home of football! I was two months past my twelfth birthday, and I remember landing at Heathrow in late January 1976 on a Sunday morning. On the drive into central London, I saw lots of organised Sunday youth team games with referees and linesmen and fully kitted out boys of my age. It was one of the coldest winters in recent times and while I had never experienced snow or cold like that, it didn’t matter at all when there was football.


We moved temporarily into an apartment off Baker Street where we lived for a few months before we found a house in Golders Green, a very affluent, predominantly Jewish area in north London. The schools nearest to Baker Street were St Marylebone Grammar School for Boys for me, and for my sisters Gillian and Tracey, Sarah Siddons Girls School. St Marylebone was one of the few traditional grammar schools remaining in central London and had high academic standards. On the other hand, Sarah Siddons was horrendous, a comprehensive in Paddington, with girls from one of the roughest parts of London with a high incidence of undisciplined, disruptive behaviour, smoking and a poor academic level.. So, once we moved to Golders Green my sisters were taken out of that school and were sent to a well-regarded girls grammar school in Hampstead Garden Suburb called Henrietta Barnet School. Despite the move, I remained at St Marylebone and my parents drove me to school each day on the way to their respective jobs in central London.


Let me say that my parents were by no means snobs. Their upbringing in the ’40s and ’50s in Jamaica (for my mother) and Trinidad (for my father) was not one of luxury and privilege, but was a relatively middle-class experience by the standards of those times. The one thing they insisted on though, in the age after independence, was a good education. That being paramount in their thoughts, Sarah Siddons school wouldn’t do for my sisters, but St Marylebone was fine for me. The one problem with St Marylebone was they didn’t play football, only rugby.


It was a great school though, a 200-year-old grammar school with a difference. Its catchment area meant that it had a lot of boys from the inner city in attendance, and while it was probably rougher than your typical grammar school, the level of education and aspirations among most of its pupils was very high. Although football was not part of the school curriculum, that was all that was played in the playground. I remember clearly my first day at school, this Jamaican boy with a ‘funny’ accent, in a brown duffel coat, standing in the playground at first break, waiting to be picked by the boys who already knew each other. The hierarchy had already been established, as the other boys had started senior school the previous September while I arrived in February of the following year, five months later. I was last pick after a nerdy boy with glasses and a club foot (only joking, but not far off), but after fifteen minutes of play I was completely and wholeheartedly accepted in the cool gang from that moment on.


Our gang growing up in London was a mixture of Black and white kids. At school it was cool to be Black, or to hang around with Black kids, and we fully identified with each other. With my football coming on leaps and bounds, we obviously had to find a local club for me, and that came about through one of the members at my sisters’ swimming club near Baker Street, who was related to a man who coached at a boys’ club in nearby Paddington, Stowe Boys Club.


When I joined the club, it reminded me of my days in Jamaica playing in the rough inner-city areas of Kingston. My teammates were boys from the ‘hood’, and while at first they teased the grammar school boy, thanks to my ability, I was soon fully accepted at their club. Whereas most of the Black boys in my school were from working-class families who lived on council estates, the boys at Stowe were different. They may have also grown up on council estates, but the Stowe boys went to schools like Rutherford Comprehensive and Paddington Comprehensive, which were rough schools around the corner from St Marylebone. In years gone by they would have probably come to bully the ‘posh’ grammar school boys. But that didn’t happen in my generation. I remember times when they used to come near our school and we would square off in our respective groups but nothing would come of it, the difference being that this ‘posh’ grammar school now had big, rough, Black kids representing it. So, instead of ongoing fights, a new level of respect was forged and friendships were made. The group identity among my friends from school and friends from Stowe was very strong, and race played very little part in our lives. Although, I was aware of the issues my Stowe friends had with police stopping them regularly in the areas where they lived.


Around the age of fifteen, I started to go clubbing and saw more of life outside of home and school. My school friends and I went to mainly mixed clubs (Black and white) where we listened to soul, R&B and rap music, while most of my Stowe friends went to reggae clubs which were strictly Black, smoky (not from cigarettes) and slightly scary to a middle-class boy from Jamaica. If you could play football though, you were fine.


Going out in London and mixing with different people from different parts of the city was fun, but there always was this perception of people from south London, east London, west London, etc. being ‘different’ from each other. Nonetheless, my school friends and I never felt intimidated or uncomfortable anywhere. As I said, the majority of the time we would go to our usual ‘mixed’ clubs. Every now and then we would go to ‘white’ clubs, but very rarely as a group would we go to ‘Black’ clubs. Sometimes, when the group was exclusively Black, we would go to Black clubs.


This is where it became very interesting. If, as a group, we went to a white club which was unfamiliar to us, my Black friends and I wouldn’t feel uncomfortable in the slightest (unless there were skinheads or men with white hoods on), and my white friends wouldn’t feel uncomfortable for us or feel that we felt uncomfortable. But if we as a group went to a Black club, I would automatically feel uncomfortable for my white friends because I knew they would feel uncomfortable, and I would feel the need to say to them ‘you’re alright in here’. Why was that? Why would my white friends who were just like me in terms of our ‘identity’ (not racial identity but we liked the same music, sport, television shows, etc. and dressed and spoke the same) not feel the need to reassure me that the white club we were in was okay, but I felt the need to reassure them that the Black club was okay?


While I didn’t rationalise it back then, I’ve since realised that there had always been an unconscious perception among us all: that white culture and the white environment was non-threatening, moral, orderly and safe, and the opposite was true of the Black environment. So, although I knew that the Black club was fine, I subconsciously knew that some of my white friends, who despite hanging around with Black people all the time, nevertheless felt intimidated. They felt that way because THEY DIDN’T KNOW ‘THOSE’ BLACK PEOPLE!


How often have Black people with white friends heard them negatively speak about ‘Black people generally’, but finish off by saying to them ‘not you though, you’re okay’? I didn’t know ‘those’ white people in the club either, but I felt fine, and my white friends also expected me to feel fine, because what was there to worry about? ‘White people are fine’, even if you don’t know them.


•


Living in London, as I got older I was becoming increasingly aware of racial bias in the world due to experiences that young Black adults faced (as opposed to thirteen-year-old cool Black kids whose white counterparts hung around with them for street cred). Of all those kids from the ’70s and ’80s – Black and white – who hung out together and ‘identified’ with each other, socially, musically, the way they spoke, dressed, I wonder how many of them are still in contact or still identify with each other? If they don’t identify with each other anymore, then whose identity has changed? l can tell you whose identity has changed: a lot of the white kids I hung out with, because of the young urban dynamic of that time, were perceived to be ‘acting Black’. When you leave school and become an adult, where is that persona going to get you in a racialised world which has a misconception of Blackness? So, for the white intelligent kids who I grew up with, they could revert or ‘become white’. But for a lot of the Black, equally intelligent kids I grew up with of the same identity as their white counterparts when they were young, they couldn’t NOT be Black anymore.


So, if you look at the proportion of the white friends who I grew up with compared to the Black friends I grew up with, who were/are of equal intelligence, drive and aspiration, I don’t need to tell you which group has been far more successful in life. And while my white friends, along with most people of unconscious and subtle privilege, will tell you that the main factor that contributed to their achievements is their ‘ability’ and no other circumstance; it’s really not that simple.


I am categorically not saying that my white friends who have been more successful than my Black friends haven’t absolutely deserved their success due to their abilities; but it hasn’t been a level playing field for everyone. And I’m just lucky that I could play football, as I’m sure my acceptance and opportunities granted to me by society probably would have been very different if I didn’t have this talent. For me, football was the gateway to what lay ahead.










PART ONE



‘Man becomes great exactly in the degree in which he works for the welfare of his fellow-men.’
Mahatma Gandhi
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LIFE AS A YOUNG, BLACK PROFESSIONAL FOOTBALLER


I signed for Watford at seventeen years old and my family had already gone back to Jamaica before I even had my first pre-season training session with the club. Although I had only been in the country for five years, thanks to my experiences in what some consider to be the most formative years (ages thirteen to eighteen), I suppose I felt English. So, going into what could be considered a harsh environment (an English football club in the early ’80s) as a young, Black footballer, it could have been quite daunting.


I had witnessed ‘racism’ while growing up in London so was not naïve to its existence. But when I started playing professional football, it took on a whole new dynamic on a personal level. I was shocked at first to hear and see my white teammates ‘abuse’ their Black peers in training, only to then see that they were doing it in a jovial, tongue in cheek, almost friendly way. Then seeing my older Black teammates laugh it off and respond in an equally trivial way, remarking about their lack of dick size or the rhythm or coolness that ‘we’ had. This was commonly known as ‘taking the piss’. The way that the Black and white players would trash talk each other reminded me of the old Black American ‘your momma’ jokes (‘Your momma so fat she . . .’, ‘Your momma so ugly she . . .’, etc.). No matter who was winning or who was funnier with their insults (and I’m not trying to get my former teammates into trouble or say I was in anyway upset by it, for it absolutely did make me laugh), everything ended, and the banter battle was always won when someone coolly and calmly stated: ‘AT LEAST I’M NOT BLACK.’


Now, these were players who would 100 per cent have my back against white players of the other team when we went out on the pitch. In every meaningful way, they were/are my closest friends and in no way did they feel they were in any sense serious about their comments, but they said these things because of what the world had shown them: that they had every right to feel superior and that any argument could be won with that type of banter. While I also felt/feel as equal and worthy as any of them (superior in some cases) I also unconsciously knew that they won the argument with that winning statement because of the world’s perception, not of me personally, but of Black people generally (of which I was one). This wasn’t a case of individual me versus individual you, it was MY PEOPLE versus YOUR PEOPLE.


Why should I be upset with a teammate when he is absolutely right in terms of what the world and society has untruthfully told him and continues to untruthfully tell him about his race in relation to mine? Instead, let’s be angry and do something about the society that made him, and still makes people feel that way, unconsciously or not. What struck me as strange, was that some Black players accepted this argument-ending comment easier than others, and the ones who didn’t were considered to have a chip on their shoulders. You have to remember, this was in the early ’80s before political correctness, when racial abuse with no recrimination or consequences was an accepted part of society.


It was worse in the ’70s when there were very few Black players, and those young Black players of the ’70s who survived then became the mature Black players of the mid-’80s who were battle-hardened to the scourge of racism, because they had to be in order to survive. There was the odd Black player or two who wouldn’t take any crap, and the white players were wary about such banter around them.


I was a young, Black professional footballer relatively recently arrived in England from Jamaica, witnessing and being subjected to overt ‘racism’ for the first time. So what did I feel? Absolutely nothing.


Growing up as a middle-class ‘Brown’ boy in Jamaica, with my social and intellectual background (by proxy through my family, not me personally), I felt completely empowered and worthy in every way in relation to anybody in the whole world. So, I didn’t think of myself as someone who could be the object of racial abuse, considered inferior just because of my colour. I remember instances, either in training when the banter got personal and heated and I laughed it off (which sometimes irritated the perpetrator), or in matches, when overt racism reared its ugly head, I would laugh it off and my teammates or manager Graham Taylor would be proud of me for ‘putting up with it’. They would say, ‘Well done’ for not letting it get to me, and I’d say, ‘It really doesn’t bother me’ and the response would be, ‘Good lad, chin up’ and I’d say again, ‘IT REALLY DOESN’T BOTHER ME.’


Why couldn’t people see that it really didn’t bother me? The reason it didn’t is because I didn’t see how an ignorant person could feel superior to me and seek to subjugate me because of the colour of my skin. I fully understand the history of colonialism and historical racism and the negative effect it had on Black people worldwide in every respect. I understand the emotive ramifications of calling someone ‘nigger’ and the commonly held theories of Black people’s moral and intellectual deficiencies. But history doesn’t define who we are now, and language and beliefs of the past which may have been used to disempower Black people, I believe, cannot affect the way in which I see myself today.


I had a great relationship with all of my white teammates and even when racist epithets were thrown around, in jest or otherwise, it was like water off a duck’s back to me. I absolutely understand and empathise with any Black player who, at the time, felt degraded or dehumanised by such treatment, who responded violently or otherwise, because I don’t know the environment in which they were brought up, or the experiences of racism that had affected their own or their families’ lives. But having second-hand knowledge of what life was like for immigrant Black families in the ’60s and ’70s, it was most likely one of being discriminated against with unequal social and educational opportunities and a life of struggle to be considered worthy. There may have been a lot of potentially excellent Black footballers who were lost to the game, because they wouldn’t put up with the ‘banter’/abuse that was dished out in the ’70s and ’80s.


I understand the nature of my personal experience within the game, but what about the broader reality of racism in football?


NATIONAL IDENTITY AND RACE


I made my England debut in 1983, aged 19. When I played for England, sometimes my loyalty and desire were questioned, because I wasn’t born in this country. This was a question of national identity, not racism, because other Black players who played for England were never doubted in the same way.


National identity is a much better gauge of one’s identity than one’s race, because I believe that the cohesiveness and similarity of experiences and cultures will have a bigger impact on the constitution of your identity, than your colour. My response to that issue was that while I wasn’t born in England and I became a British citizen through a process of naturalisation (which meant I could play for England, Scotland, Northern Ireland or Wales), my absolute loyalty lies with the group I have chosen or the group that chose me. That was England. Does that mean, if I were playing against England for any of the other home nation teams, I wouldn’t have tried as hard? Absolutely not.


In fact, what normally happens is that in circumstances like mine, where one can play for any of the home nations, England would almost always be the first choice. But if after a while it’s apparent that England isn’t going to ask you, you would probably choose to play for one of the others. In my case, unusually, England asked first.


Look at John Aldridge or Jason McAteer, they are both English but played for the Republic of Ireland and they both gave 100 per cent, even more against England, yet they weren’t born in Ireland. That’s because their loyalties lay with the group they had chosen or the group that had chosen them.


Let me go a step further to explain how our loyalty to our chosen group is more important than where we are born or what race we are. I’ll use Stuart Pearce as an example. To me, he is the quintessential Englishman who epitomises the British bulldog spirit, the Churchillian ‘up and at ’em, over the top’ Englishman. I know Stuart and he may or may not admit it, but after his 69 English caps, with the passion and pride he felt getting every one of them, if his 70th international cap was magically (don’t ask how) going to be playing for Cameroon against England, he would give 100 per cent. He would be as committed to his team because that would be who he identified with, and who he was loyal to for the 90-minute duration of the game.


PERCEPTIONS OF RACISM: WHITE ON BLACK AND BLACK ON WHITE


I often wonder why white footballers wouldn’t feel insulted if they were to be racially abused. I’m not talking about using nationalities such as, ‘You Scottish, you French, English, German, Italian so-and-so’, I mean if someone was to say, ‘You white [insert appropriate term here]!’ The reason is because that isn’t an insult. There has never been a negative connotation attached to whiteness. So why, if white people are not offended by it, do you expect me to be offended by being called, ‘You Black [insert suitable term here]’? Now, I know people will say it’s because of the history of slavery and the way Black people were perceived and treated back then as well as now. But I refuse to feel or to be made to feel inferior by words. As Black American civil rights activist Rosa Parks said, ‘No one can make you feel inferior without your consent.’


I’ve spoken in the past about discrimination also going both ways, white on Black, and Black on white. Many have used this argument to say, ‘That’s just the way it is’, so there’s no difference. The fundamental difference is that Black on white discrimination can affect individual white people, but it has no effect on the ability of white society in general to maximise its economic, social and educational opportunities, whereas white on Black discrimination can disenfranchise, stifle and hold back entire Black societies.


Of course, as a player you can always walk off the football field in response to overt racial abuse, and pressure can be brought to bear on the perpetrators. But what if the fans decided to incessantly and collectively boo a Black player each time he touched the ball, or ran past a section of the crowd, or took a throw-in, and cheered every time he lost the ball, or was fouled, or beaten to the ball? We would all know the real reason why they were booing or cheering, but nothing could be done about it, because you are allowed to boo. Even if you ban booing, there would still be a way to display racism towards any Black player without it being illegal. You can’t make monkey chants at a player, because that’s illegal, but when he comes to take a throw, and you catch each other’s eye (as can easily happen), you can scratch your armpit in an ape-like fashion, and if questioned, say your armpit was itchy. Both you and the Black player know your intention, but you can’t be prosecuted or banned from matches because it’s impossible to prove racist intent here.


In many respects the sense of either feeling unworthy, or people trying to make you feel inferior, doesn’t come from how the individual in question feels about your Blackness; it stems from the perception of what Black represents. If it didn’t, a Black person who is intelligent, handsome, rich, good and possesses any other positive character traits you can think of, would not feel insulted if racially abused. It’s the idea of what he represents, not him personally that in his mind is the insulting aspect. If he were to think about his own personal character and achievements, he would laugh at the suggestion that he is inferior.


This is the biggest problem in society: people are being discriminated against, but it can’t be proven, so nothing can be done about it. Rather than looking to create laws and sanctions to outlaw it, let’s educate people so that they won’t even want to do it. Because, as we all know, prevention is better than the cure.



THE MEDIA AND RACISM


When I was twenty years old, I went to South America with the England national team to play against Brazil, Chile and Uruguay. Yes, that was the tour on which I scored ‘that goal’. But I’m not telling you about this because of the goal, which was highlighted worldwide, but because of something that happened on the tour which today would have made that goal seem almost a minor and trivial incident.


The far-right, political fascist party, the National Front, or NF, funded three of their supporters to travel with the England team on the same plane. That’s how teams travelled back then, on regular commercial airlines. And these NF supporters were allowed to tag along to matches and training sessions with their NF banners in full view. So, there they were, from Heathrow, sitting in the plane, unfurling their banners when we got off the plane in Rio for all to see, draping them over the seats in the Maracana stadium, outside the hotel, at the training sessions. It was a bit embarrassing for the white players and the press who travelled with us, but Mark Chamberlain (father of Liverpool’s Alex Oxlade-Chamberlain) and I were told to just ignore them and not to let it get to us, which it didn’t. They were being photographed and were treated as normal England supporters and not a lot of fuss was made of them; even in the media, there were only a few lines devoted to this story.


Fast forward ten years from that time when the anti-racism programmes started and the press started to champion the anti-racism cause and report on and highlight each and every racially motivated incident, no matter how small, in the name of ‘the media against racism’. I know a lot of the same journalists who were there in 1984 in South America who never said a word, but in 1994 were shouting from the rooftops about racism. Their response to this seeming hypocrisy was, ‘Well, that was the way it was back then’, which to me means that they considered the issue of racism in sport unimportant in 1984. So why was it important in 1994? Were they not culpable in 1984? What brought about the change ten years later? They were grown men in 1984, and their perceptions and values were already formed, so to me how could they have changed their sensibilities and opinions just a decade later? Were they ‘unconsciously racist’ in 1984 and not so in 1994? If there hadn’t been a drive to get rid of racism in football in 1994, would they have gone along with the status quo? In my opinion, the answer is absolutely! I’m not criticising the journalists who seemed to have changed their opinion ten years later. They’re like anyone else: if they are not affected by it, they just go along with it.


In the build-up to the 2018 World Cup, there was a drive to create a negative perception about the anticipated racism in Russia. Every man and his dog was coming out of the woodwork to say how terrible it will be for the Black players and their families in Russia, and that they should walk off the field if they heard any racist chanting or language. I had a heated debate on talkSPORT with a Black journalist, about what Black players should do in that eventuality. In our discussion, I explained that first of all racism understandably exists because of the world’s historical view of Blackness, and that we should look at ourselves before coming down on Russia and FIFA. I argued once again about the responsibility we have to look at all aspects and institutions of society, not just Russia, FIFA, John Terry or Luis Suárez. I mentioned the journalist’s own industry, and the under-representation of ethnic minorities as an example of unconscious racial bias. He read out the names of four or five Black/ethnic minority journalists who were employed in the mainstream media, as if to suggest there was no problem with ‘his’ industry.


The conversation then took a ridiculous turn when we began to discuss when a Black player should feel justified to walk off the pitch. Should it be when he hears, or thinks he hears, one idiot shouting a racist remark, or 100 or 1,000 of them? Should it be if the remark he hears is racist, or just general abuse? Should white players walk off if they hear something, even if the Black player doesn’t? There would be chaos. What about if the whole stadium clap in a sarcastic way? Meaning, when Black opposition players have the ball, and they are obviously not supporting him. Is that racist abuse? This has always been my argument in the struggle against racism: you can’t pass laws to stop racism because there will always be ways of getting around those laws to make your racist views be heard. The solution is to try to make people see why it’s wrong to even want to show discrimination in the first place. While I was purposefully giving ridiculous scenarios as to why it would be impossible to stop racist behaviour by leaving it up to the players to decide when they thought they were being abused, we are now being told that as long as we feel abused, even if no one else agrees, we are within our rights to act accordingly. As one person’s interpretation of abuse can so greatly differ from another’s, the consequence would be that if a Black player is simply getting booed, he can interpret this as racist abuse and is well within his rights to walk off and have the game abandoned.


In order to justify colonialism, Black people for years had been told that they had no backbone, were mentally weak and childlike, and needed white society’s management and protection. Now we are being told, ‘If you feel upset by the naughty crowd booing you and can’t handle it, we’ll protect you. Come and cry on our shoulder.’ Look, I’m not trivialising or belittling real racism, but we shouldn’t interpret every negative incident that happens to Black players as racism. There is general abuse of the opposition in football which will always be there.


In our conversation, the journalist’s defence of his own industry, however, was interesting because the idea of worthiness and belonging comes from a shared identity, and while he had a shared identity with Black people, he also shared an identity with journalists, so he had empathy with both. However, if you’re going to champion anti-racism and call out discrimination where it occurs, you can’t wear two hats. I can’t go around saying that there was racial abuse in the ’80s in football, on the field by players and in the stands by fans, but none at all by my Liverpool/Watford teammates or our own fans towards Black opponents. I either have to deny it happened all together or tell the truth as I see it in its entirety. So, in this context, I couldn’t say to the journalist that if he felt that way, i.e. that his industry was less culpable than others, that he was wrong. However, this is, in my opinion, an example of one of the biggest problems we have when truly tackling the issue. People in the limelight complain when we are either affected by racism or have something to lose and we look to blame others, but we don’t look at the industries we are a part of.


Less than six months after this chat, racism in football raised its ugly head once again when Raheem Sterling was racially abused by some fans at Chelsea. He had a very mature assessment of the incident. Among other things, he said that the media fuelled the perception that football fans hold towards Black players. I wished that he had widened the debate to include a discussion about the media’s responsibility (or irresponsibility) with respect to the perception of Black people more generally, as I’ve said all along, but at least it was a start. With this new narrative, lots of people jumped on the bandwagon to point the finger at journalists – ‘Now let’s add them to the list of the guilty, and we’ll soon get to the reality.’ But the reality is, it’s EVERYONE.


The same journalist got in on the act again: initially he laid the blame solely on radio and television, but he then went on to say, ‘The brutal truth, is that other areas of the media are just as guilty’, meaning the written press as well. However, he added, ‘But not sports journalists as they have a better relationship with Sterling than you think.’ In doing so, he absolved his personal working field of any blame, pointing the finger elsewhere. Haven’t we heard that somewhere before? It’s not us, it’s them? Once again it would be like me saying, it wasn’t my teammates or fans, it’s only the opposition. I understand why the journalist said this, because had he condemned sports journalism what would his colleagues’ reactions be towards him? He is one of ‘them’ as well as being ‘Black’. While, conversely, he doesn’t necessarily have to identify with the ‘other’ media. It’s all about survival. But I say, either put your head above the parapet, or keep it down. There’s nothing wrong with either approach, but don’t put your head halfway up.


What are we trying to do? Are we trying to stop racism? Or do we just not want to see or hear it? The way we are going about tackling the problem is designed to ‘not hear it’ at football stadiums, because all the national football associations can do is govern football, which is for 90 minutes twice a week. And all they can do is say to racist football fans, ‘Any racist chanting or slogans in the ground, you’ll be ejected.’ Is that threat enough to change the minds of racists, unconscious or not, or would they just have to keep their mouths shut for 90 minutes twice a week? It takes more than that to dismantle 200 years of creating, underpinning and validating the perception of Black people’s worth.



BLACK PLAYERS ON BOTH SIDES



I remember playing at West Ham when I was around twenty-one and being racially abused by West Ham fans, then seeing those same fans cheer Bobby Barnes (no relation) when he did something well, and thinking to myself, ‘How come they’re cheering him and booing me, and we are both Black?’ I also heard some Watford fans racially abuse Black players from other teams, but cheer Luther Blissett and myself. I was racially abused by some Liverpool fans when I played for Watford, but later loved by those same fans when I played for Liverpool.


When we think about overt racism in football in the past, and the acceptance and apathy of everyone within society towards it, I’m reminded about an incident that took place at Vicarage Road, where Watford were playing Oldham at home. Watford had a few Black players on the pitch that day, as did Oldham. Towards the end of the first half, a few Watford fans were racially abusing the Oldham players: you could hardly hear it, but it was loud enough for Watford manager Graham Taylor to hear it from the bench. The half-time whistle went and the players trudged down the tunnel into the dressing room to wait for the manager to come in to give the usual half-time team talk, but Graham didn’t appear in the dressing room until just before it was time to go out for the second half. The players thought it strange that he wasn’t there for around ten minutes. They only found out later what he actually did, which was to go up to where the PA system was being broadcast, grab the microphone, and go out to the middle of the pitch and berate the ‘fans’ who were abusing the Oldham players, asking them how did they think their OWN Black players must feel having to listen to that abuse, and that if it happened again, the culprits would NEVER be allowed back into Vicarage Road to watch their beloved team. That’s the integrity that he had, and the principles he stood for at a time when racism in football wasn’t even part of the conversation.


Lots of football teams have Black players, and you may even love them if they’re any good. So, you elevate them out of Blackness and abuse the others. But it’s not personal.


I’ve often heard white people say, ‘We’ve been racially abused as well because football fans sing things like, “You Scouse bastard.”’ You hear insults at football matches towards so many different nationalities, and people complain of racism. England v Scotland matches were notorious for, ‘You English [insert appropriate term here]’, ‘You Scottish [insert suitable term here].’ Is that racism? No, but is it worse than racism?


A Juventus footballer called Medhi Benatia once cut short an interview because he claimed he heard a racist comment in his earpiece from someone who called him a ‘Moroccan shit’. Is that a racial insult? Can you racially abuse Jewish people? If the Jewish people are a race, what race does a Black Jewish person belong to? Can you change your race? If a Chinese man converts to Judaism, what race is he? Are Iraqi Jews a different race to Iraqi Muslims? From a legal perspective, it will be impossible to come to a conclusion about racist intent in the cases I’ve just mentioned. The situation which people find the easiest not only to identify, but to do something about, is racism against Black people.


Why at football matches are we able to insult those who are fat, short, ugly, cockneys, Scousers, Mancs, Geordies, bald etc. – the list can go on and on – and the recipients of those insults are in no way bothered about it enough to walk off the field or let it affect them? But being called ‘Black [insert suitable term here]’ is so offensive, that the ‘poor, weak Black man’ can’t take the abuse which isn’t real or personal.


When I first went to Liverpool, I met a Black guy who said he supported Liverpool but had never been to a game. When I asked him why, he said he would never go to Anfield until they signed an ‘average Black player’. That struck me as strange until I thought about the meaning behind his statement. Remember this was in 1987, a different time to now; what he meant by this was that Liverpool and other top English clubs signed many average white players, without their race coming into question, but any Black player going to any top English club would be judged by his ability as a ‘Black’ player to be up to the highest standard for the task. This guy felt that inequality in football would be over (on the field at least) when Liverpool signed a crap Black player, like they have signed a lot of crap white players without their crappiness being linked to their colour. This way of thinking can be extrapolated to many other industries where Black people have to be better than their white counterparts to be considered to have the same worth as an employee.


At the 2018 Chelsea v Spurs Carabao Cup semi-final match at Wembley, three men were charged with racially aggravated offences. This, like other recent incidents, surprised a lot of people who thought those days were over. They were never over, they just were not reported: now they are. But once again, we have to be careful about what we consider to be racially aggravated abuse, as opposed to abuse of a player who happens to be Black. The latter is left to any individual’s interpretation, which in turn can be influenced by the new directive of zero tolerance over comments like ‘lazy’ or ‘thick’.


So, who decides whether there is racism attached to the inclusion of these words when describing the performance of a Black player? While we may say that in the public arena, words like ‘thick’ and ‘lazy’ shouldn’t be used to describe Black players, or else journalists may be sacked, in the rest of the country, on training fields, can coaches call Black players ‘lazy’ or ‘stupid’, or will Black players be able to get them fired for racial discrimination? In my opinion, the people coming up with these ideas haven’t got a clue as to the solution to the real problem.


In the ’70s and early ’80s, negative traits of Black players were based on the incorrect perception of their unreliability, irresponsibility, attitude, commitment, etc. Those myths have now been dispelled. These days the perception is about their ostentatiousness, the cars they drive, the way they dress, flaunting their wealth. So, Raheem Sterling was 100 per cent right when he used the comparison between two young players at Manchester City, one Black and one white. While the white one was portrayed as responsible and dutiful for buying his mother a house for two million pounds. The Black one was portrayed as financially irresponsible and flashy for buying his mother a house for a similar price.
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