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THE	FEMINISM	QUESTION

Back	in	October	2012,	I	sat	in	a	cold	university	library,	furiously	typing	out	a
blog	post	 on	 race	 and	 feminism.	 I	was	 supposed	 to	 be	 revising,	 but	was	 so
irritated	 I	 could	barely	 sit	 still.	Lena	Dunham’s	 television	programme	Girls
had	 premiered	 that	 year	 to	 critical	 acclaim.	 It	 was	 widely	 regarded	 as	 an
accurate	reflection	of	young	women’s	lives.	The	characters	were	all	working
low-paid	 jobs	 and	 waiting	 for	 their	 lives	 to	 begin.	 They	 bickered	 among
themselves,	 and	wrestled	with	 jealousy,	 pettiness,	 and	 body-image	 troubles.
These	were	all	characteristics	I	recognised	among	my	peers	and	myself.	Most
of	us	were	just	drudging	ahead,	balancing	unpaid	internships	alongside	bar	or
retail	jobs	in	the	hope	that	we	would	reap	the	same	rewards	for	hard	work	as
the	generation	before	us	did.	We	had	been	hoping	for	a	nine-to-five	job	and
secure	 housing.	We	 thought	 that	 if	 we	 worked	 hard	 enough,	 we	 would	 rid
ourselves	 of	 that	 panicky	 feeling	 that	 sets	 in	 when	 you	 don’t	 quite	 know
where	next	month’s	rent	is	coming	from.	The	scenarios	in	Girls	were	hugely
familiar.	 But	 the	 programme,	 set	 in	 New	 York	 City,	 was	 starkly	 white.
Because	 of	 this,	 it	 was	 hard	 to	 take	 commentators	 seriously	 when	 they
insisted	that	it	was	the	most	feminist	television	show	in	decades.
As	a	result	of	the	show,	one	of	the	most	prominent	debates	in	recent	years

about	feminism’s	race	problem	began	to	brew.	Some	asserted	that	it	would	be
nothing	but	tokenistic	for	Dunham	to	write	black	characters	into	her	TV	show
just	for	the	sake	of	it.	Others	said	that	it	was	absurd	to	set	a	television	show
with	an	all-white	cast	in	one	of	the	most	racially	diverse	cities	in	America.	To
me,	it	was	obvious.	It	also	wasn’t	really	about	a	TV	programme,	although	the
programme	was	symptomatic	of	a	widespread	problem.	Finishing	up	the	blog
post,	I	wrote:	‘When	feminists	can	see	the	problem	with	all-male	panels,	but
can’t	 see	 the	 problem	 with	 all-white	 television	 programmes,	 it’s	 worth
questioning	who	they’re	really	fighting	for.’
On	 reflection,	 the	 representation	 and	 inclusion	 of	 black	 faces	 wasn’t

actually	what	I	was	passionate	about.	This	wasn’t	about	being	seen,	or	about
being	included.	I	was	used	to	not	seeing	positive	reflections	of	black	people	in
popular	culture.	An	all-white	 television	programme	was	nothing	new	to	me.
What	I	was	really	upset	about	was	the	ease	with	which	white	people	defended
their	 all-white	 spaces	 and	 spheres.	 Theirs	was	 an	 impenetrable	 bubble,	 and
their	 feminism	 sat	 neatly	 within	 it.	 Not	 only	 this,	 but	 the	 feminists	 who
insisted	 they	were	agitating	 for	a	better	world	 for	all	women	didn’t	actually
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give	a	shit	about	black	people	and,	by	extension,	they	didn’t	give	a	shit	about
women	of	colour.	Gender	equality	must	be	addressed,	but	race	could	languish
in	the	corner.
The	 same	 sort	 of	 scenario	 happened	 repeatedly	 over	 the	 next	 couple	 of

years.	Just	one	year	later,	pop	star	Lily	Allen	released	her	first	music	video,
‘Hard	Out	Here’,	after	a	long	hiatus	from	the	music	industry.	The	formula	of
the	 resulting	 race	 row	was	 similar	 to	 the	 furore	 around	Girls.	A	 young	 and
successful	 white	 woman	 had	 revealed	 public	 work	 that	 was	 immediately
lauded	 as	 raw,	 relatable	 and	 utterly,	 thoroughly	 feminist	 –	 the	 definitive
anthem	 for	 young	 women	 everywhere.	 In	 this	 instance	 though,	 it	 wasn’t	 a
lack	of	black	people	 that	 sparked	upset.	The	black	bodies	were	present,	but
Lily	Allen’s	black	back-up	dancers	were	scantily	clad,	dancing	in	a	parody	of
misogynistic	hip-hop	videos	as	she	sang	about	glass	ceilings,	objectification,
and	strongly	implied	that	smart	girls	didn’t	need	to	strip	to	be	successful.
After	a	while,	 it	became	wise	 to	stop	paying	attention	 to	anything	 tagged

vaguely	 feminist	 in	 popular	 media,	 as	 it	 would	 only	 end	 up	 being
disappointing.	What	I	carried	on	doing	was	writing.

On	New	Year’s	Eve	of	2013,	I	was	invited	by	a	BBC	producer	to	appear	on
Radio	4’s	Woman’s	Hour.	It	was	a	fairly	innocent	request	–	to	discuss	the	year
in	 feminism	 alongside	 Laura	 Bates	 of	 the	 Everyday	 Sexism	 Project,	 and
Caroline	 Criado-Perez,	 who	 that	 year	 had	 campaigned	 to	 have	 historical
women	 figures	 featured	 on	 British	 banknotes.	When	 I	 took	my	 seat	 in	 the
studio,	I	realised	I	was	the	only	black	face	in	the	room.	That	was	the	first	red
flag.	I	was	joined	by	Laura	and	the	radio	presenter.	Caroline	was	phoning	in.
The	 segment	began.	 I	was	nervous.	 I	 explained	 that	 I	didn’t	 really	 consider
myself	a	campaigner,	but	that	during	the	year	I	had	been	writing	about	racism
in	 the	 feminist	 movement	 –	 my	 frustrations	 with	 a	 doggedly	 white-centric
perspective	 from	 the	movement’s	 ‘leaders’	 –	 and	 found	 that	 lots	 of	women
who	were	not	white	were	feeling	exactly	the	same	way.	‘A	tide	has	turned	in
terms	 of	 these	 issues	 in	 feminism,’	 I	 said.	 ‘They	 cannot	 be	 ignored	 any
more.’1
The	burden	then	fell	on	me	to	explain	why	feminism	was	so	divided,	and

why	 feminism	needed	a	 race	analysis	 in	 the	 first	place.	 I	was	asked:	 ‘What
lies	 at	 the	 bottom	 of	 the	 divisions,	 and	 why	 has	 the	 phrase	 “check	 your
privilege”	become	 so	 popular?’	That	was	 the	 second	 red	 flag.	This	 framing
suggested	 that	 racism	wasn’t	 a	 concern	 for	my	white	peers.	Having	worked
with	Laura	Bates	 in	 the	 past,	 I	 knew	 that	 this	wasn’t	 the	 case.	Despite	my
discomfort,	 I	 put	 forward	 my	 case	 for	 the	 need	 for	 a	 race	 analysis	 in
feminism.	But	my	point	was	quickly	picked	up	on	by	Caroline	Criado-Perez,
who	said	that	people	had	used	an	anti-racist	perspective	as	a	reason	to	harass
and	bully	her	online.
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The	 context	 of	 her	 comment	 was	 very	 disturbing.	 Earlier	 in	 that	 year,
Caroline’s	women-on-banknotes	campaign	had	drawn	national	headlines.	The
press	coverage	attracted	a	misogynist	sentiment,	and	what	started	out	as	a	win
quickly	 descended	 into	 one	 of	 the	most	 high-profile	British	 cases	 of	 online
harassment.	When	the	Bank	of	England	announced	plans	to	put	an	image	of
the	 author	 Jane	 Austen	 on	 the	 ten-pound	 note,	 the	 women-on-banknotes
campaign	 claimed	 this	 as	 a	 success.	 But	 because	 of	 the	 harassment	 that
followed	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 campaign’s	work,	 Caroline	 had	 been	 sent	 death
threats.	 She	 received	messages	 that	 told	 her	 that	 bombs	 had	 been	 installed
outside	of	her	home.	She	was	repeatedly	messaged	by	anonymous	ill-wishers
who	were	 encouraging	 her	 to	 commit	 suicide.	 Eventually,	 two	 people	 pled
guilty	to	sending	her	some	of	the	more	vicious	tweets.	They	were	sentenced
to	 twelve	 and	 eight	 weeks	 in	 prison	 respectively,	 under	 the	 Malicious
Communications	Act.
On	 that	 New	 Year’s	 Eve	Woman’s	 Hour,	 Caroline’s	 comment,	 aimed	 at

discrediting	her	online	abusers,	came	across	as	equating	my	work	and	politics
with	these	vicious	and	abusive	messages.	I	felt	 implicated	in	the	harassment
against	her.	In	the	BBC	studio,	it	fell	to	me	to	account	for	Caroline’s	horrific
experiences,	 putting	 me	 in	 the	 position	 of	 defending	 the	 arguments	 (that	 I
didn’t	share)	of	people	I	didn’t	even	know.	I	was	completely	lost	for	words.
This	 was	 the	 cost	 of	 representation.	 The	 overwhelming	 whiteness	 of

feminism	 –	 on	 a	 radio-show	 segment	 that	 would	 have	 been	 all	 white	 if	 it
wasn’t	 for	 my	 presence	 –	 was	 not	 considered	 a	 problem.	 I	 had	 wanted	 to
discuss	 how	 feminism	 wasn’t	 exempt	 from	 white	 privilege,	 but	 instead	 I
found	myself	on	the	receiving	end	of	it.
There	was	an	Internet	storm	about	the	interview	immediately	after	we	came

off	air.	Some	people	were	as	shocked	at	this	assertion	as	I	was.	Others	were
convinced	 that	 I	was	a	 liar	and	a	bully	who	had	been	waging	a	war	against
Caroline	 online	 –	 not	 true	 –	 and	 that	 by	 balking	 at	 her	 intervention,	 I	 was
playing	the	victim.	I	hadn’t	wanted	to	at	first,	but	after	some	encouragement
from	friends,	a	few	hours	later	I	wrote	a	short	blog	post	clarifying	what	went
on.
Think	 about	 the	 last	 time	 you	 heard	 a	 comprehensive	 description	 of	 the

nature	 of	 structural	 racism	 in	 the	mainstream	media,	 I	 wrote.	These	 issues
just	don’t	get	 the	kind	of	airtime	 that	 feminism	does	 in	 the	UK	press.	Think
hard	about	the	last	time	you	heard	a	person	of	colour	challenge	the	virulently
racist	rhetoric	around	immigration	in	this	country,	or	just	state	the	plain	fact
that	 structural	 racism	 prevails	 because	 white	 people	 are	 treated	 more
favourably	in	the	society	we	live	in.	I	was	afforded	the	opportunity	to	do	this
live,	on	national	radio.	I	didn’t	take	it	lightly.
After	a	concerted	effort	from	many	a	white	woman	to	portray	black	feminist
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thought	 as	 destructive	 and	 divisive,	 I’m	 aware	 that	 accepting	 these	 media
requests	 is	a	double-edged	sword.	 It	was	Audre	Lorde	who	said:	 ‘If	 I	didn’t
define	myself	for	myself,	I	would	be	crunched	into	other	people’s	fantasies	for
me	and	eaten	alive.’	Though	it	sometimes	feels	like	I	am	entering	into	a	trap,
I’m	hyper-aware	that	if	I	don’t	accept	these	opportunities,	black	feminism	will
be	 mischaracterised	 and	 misrepresented	 by	 the	 priorities	 of	 the	 white
feminists	taking	part	in	the	conversation	.	.	.	I’m	tired	of	this	tribal	deadlock.	I
meant	 what	 I	 said	 on	 the	 programme:	 the	 only	 way	 to	 foster	 any	 shared
solidarity	 is	 to	 learn	 from	each	other’s	 struggles,	and	 recognise	 the	various
privileges	and	disadvantages	that	we	all	enter	the	movement	with.
Caroline	apologised	in	the	early	evening,	writing	on	Twitter:	‘I	just	wanted

to	apologise	if	this	am	it	came	across	at	all	like	I	was	suggesting	the	abuse	is
something	you	have	been	party	to.	I	didn’t	mean	to	imply	that	at	all,	but	I	can
see	that	given	I	responded	to	your	comment,	it	might	have	seemed	like	that.	I
didn’t	want	to	suggest	I	have	ever	felt	abused	by	you	–	I	haven’t,	because	of
course	you	haven’t	 abused	me.	 I	 just	wanted	 to	 take	 the	opportunity	 to	 talk
about	 abuse	 I	 have	 experienced	 and	 how	 damaging	 I	 think	 it	 is,	 because	 I
think	it	needs	to	stop.	But	perhaps	could	have	picked	a	better	moment/way	of
saying	it.	So	am	sorry	for	that.’
Despite	her	apology,	the	day	got	worse.
The	former	Conservative	MP	and	self-fashioned	right-wing	feminist	Louise

Mensch	saw	fit	to	swoop	in	and	support	Caroline.	She	began	to	tweet	at	me.
‘Reni	 was	 wrong	 and	 Caroline	 was	 wrong	 to	 give	 in	 to	 her	 bullying.	 I
wouldn’t	have.’	I	told	her	she	was	stirring.	She	responded:	‘I	would	hope	that
I	am	stirring	against	your	frankly	disgraceful	attitude	and	I	am	not	lying.	You
are	bullying,	trying	to	silence.’2
For	the	crime	of	daring	to	suggest	that	racism	is	still	a	problem	in	Britain,	I

had	been	smeared	by	a	former	Member	of	Parliament.	Simply	using	my	voice
was	 tantamount	 to	 being	 a	 bullying	 disgrace.	 Old	 racist	 stereotypes	 were
being	resurrected,	and	I	found	myself	on	the	receiving	end	of	 them.	I	was	a
social	problem,	a	disruptive	force,	a	tragic	example	of	a	problem	community.
Years	 later,	while	writing	 this	book,	 I	 contacted	Caroline	Criado-Perez	 in

the	hope	of	getting	her	perspective	on	the	Woman’s	Hour	debacle.	She	didn’t
want	to	speak	to	me	about	it.

Even	though	I	write	about	my	experiences	with	so	much	contempt,	feminism
was	my	first	love.	It	was	what	gave	me	a	framework	to	begin	understanding
the	world.	My	feminist	thinking	gave	rise	to	my	anti-racist	thinking,	serving
as	a	tool	that	helped	me	forge	a	sense	of	self-worth.	Finding	it	aged	nineteen
was	perfect	timing,	equipping	me	with	the	skills	to	navigate	adulthood,	stand
up	for	myself	and	work	out	my	own	values.
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I	 found	 feminism	 a	 few	 years	 before	 the	 Twitter	 and	 Tumblr	 generation
really	 took	 off.	 It	 happened	 in	 a	 rather	 old-fashioned	 way.	 As	 an	 English
literature	student,	I’d	been	assigned	a	stack	of	books	to	read	for	a	module	on
critical	 theory,	which	 led	me	 to	 Simone	 de	Beauvoir’s	The	 Second	 Sex.	 As
unlikely	 a	 situation	 as	 it	 was,	 the	 book	 spoke	 to	 me,	 and	 I	 found	 myself
furiously	agreeing	with	the	long-dead	French	existentialist.	When	she	wrote,
‘To	be	feminine	is	to	show	oneself	as	weak,	futile,	passive,	and	docile	.	.	.	any
self-assertion	will	 take	 away	 from	 her	 femininity	 and	 her	 seductiveness,’	 it
sounded	like	she	was	describing	my	entire	existence.
I	couldn’t	 find	any	people	 in	my	 immediate	vicinity	who	agreed,	 though.

Criticising	the	misogyny	in	Shakespeare’s	Taming	of	the	Shrew	in	a	university
seminar	 drew	 disapproval	 from	my	 peers,	 with	 the	 majority	 of	 my	 female
classmates	concluding	that	‘that’s	just	how	it	was	at	the	time’.	So	I	sought	out
feminism	elsewhere,	 spending	my	 student	 loan	money	on	 travel	 to	 feminist
conferences	and	events	happening	around	 the	country.	During	 those	years,	 I
met	 tons	 of	 inspiring	 and	 passionate	 women,	 some	 who	 are	 still	 my	 good
friends	 today.	Being	 at	 feminist	 events	was	 a	 relief;	 to	be	 in	 a	 space	where
people	 just	 got	 it	 –	 the	 shared	 anger,	 frustration,	 the	 burning	 will	 to	 do
something,	anything,	to	change	the	messed-up	world	we	live	in.	This	passion
took	me	 to	 tiny,	 draughty	 church	halls	 in	 little	 villages	 in	 the	north-west	 of
England,	 huddled	 in	 a	 circle	 surrounded	by	women	my	mum’s	 age,	 and	 on
trains	 to	 London,	 to	 huge	 gatherings	 packed	 to	 the	 brim	 with	 hundreds	 of
women	–	young	and	old,	some	new	to	the	movement	and	some	who’d	been
engaged	in	activism	longer	than	I’d	been	alive.
But	something	wasn’t	quite	 right.	Feminism	was	helping	me	 to	become	a

more	critical,	confident	woman,	and	in	turn,	it	was	helping	me	come	to	terms
with	my	blackness	–	a	part	of	myself	that	I’d	always	known	was	shrouded	in
stigma.	I’d	grown	up	with	white	friends	who	had	assured	me	that	they	‘didn’t
see	me	as	black’,	and	that	I	‘wasn’t	like	other	black	people’.	Up	until	then,	I’d
understood	myself	as	someone	who	was	‘pretty	for	a	black	girl’,	as	someone
who	‘spoke	well	for	where	she	came	from’.	I	couldn’t	quite	understand	why
these	 distinctions	 were	 made,	 but	 I	 had	 a	 feeling	 it	 was	 to	 do	 with	 class,
education	 –	 and	 latent	 racism.	 The	 feminist	 circles	 I’d	 thrown	myself	 into
were	 almost	 all	 white.	 This	 whiteness	 wasn’t	 a	 problem	 if	 you	 didn’t	 talk
about	race,	but	if	you	did,	it	would	reveal	itself	as	an	exclusionary	force.
A	lot	of	white	women	in	feminist	spaces	couldn’t	understand	why	women

of	colour	needed	or	wanted	a	different	place	to	meet,	so	they	would	find	ways
of	subtly	undermining	the	self-determination	of	those	who	chose	to	organise
separately.	 At	 one	 feminist	 gathering,	 there	 were	 paper	 sign-up	 sheets	 for
every	 break-out	 session,	 designed	 to	 keep	 tabs	 on	 the	 numbers	 of	 people
attending	each	one.	On	the	sheet	for	black	feminists,	someone	had	taken	the
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time	to	vandalise	 it	with	 their	 ignorance,	simply	writing:	‘Why?’	At	another
event,	a	friend	held	a	break-out	session	called	‘the	colour	of	beauty’.	With	a
big	stack	of	fashion	and	beauty	magazines	piled	in	front	of	her,	it	was	a	pretty
simple	premise,	aimed	at	deconstructing	Eurocentric	beauty	standards.	It	was
primary-school	 level,	 really	 –	 ‘what	 are	 the	 similarities	 and	 differences	 in
these	pictures?’	As	others	in	my	group	pointed	out	the	models’	slimness,	I,	the
only	black	person	in	my	group,	said,	‘They’re	all	white.’	‘And	they’ve	all	got
long	hair,’	added	a	white	women	eagerly.	Laboriously,	I	explained,	‘Yes,	but
you	can	grow	out	your	short	hair	if	you	want	to.	I	can’t	change	the	colour	of
my	skin	to	fit	this	beauty	standard.’	I’m	still	not	sure	if	she	understood	what	I
was	saying.
On	and	on	it	went	like	this,	tiptoeing	around	whiteness	in	feminist	spaces.

This	 wasn’t	 a	 place	 to	 be	 discussing	 racism,	 they	 insisted.	 There	 are	 other
places	 you	 can	 go	 to	 for	 that.	 But	 that	 wasn’t	 a	 choice	 I	 could	make.	My
blackness	 was	 as	 much	 a	 part	 of	 me	 as	 my	 womanhood,	 and	 I	 couldn’t
separate	them.
In	my	 activist	 days,	 I	 joined	 a	 small	 group,	 named	 black	 feminists,	 so	 I

could	speak	my	truth	in	a	collective	full	of	like-minded	women	without	fear
of	social	punishment.	This	was	a	space	solely	for	women	of	colour.	We	met
once	 a	month	 to	 vent	 and	 support	 each	 other.	 It	 was	 a	 space	 I	 desperately
needed.
Meeting	with	 black	 feminists	 every	month	was	 not	 unlike	 the	 old-school

feminist	activist	method	of	consciousness-raising.	Consciousness-raising	was
first	used	by	New	York	Radical	Women	in	 the	mid-1960s,	who	in	 turn	 took
the	tactic	from	America’s	civil	rights	movement.	In	black	feminists,	we	would
talk	about	whatever	was	happening	in	our	lives.	When	we	met,	we	began	to
learn	 from	 each	 other,	 and	 I	 began	 to	 realise	 that	 other	 women	 were
experiencing	the	same	things	I	was.	Together	we	asked	why.	We	took	what	we
thought	 were	 isolated	 incidents,	 and	 linked	 them	 into	 a	 broader	 context	 of
race	and	gender.
I	met	my	friend,	writer	and	teacher	Lola	Okolosie,	 in	 that	space.	‘I’m	not

sure	if	those	first	meetings	people	were	saying	“this	is	structural	racism”,’	she
said	when	we	met	to	reflect	on	the	purpose	of	the	group.	‘I	think	that	out	of
meeting	every	month,	and	all	of	 the	 things	 that	we	did	 in	between,	analysis
started	coming,	and	we	were	quick	to	start	using	that	term.
‘I	just	remember	people	describing	what	it	was,	and	then	everybody	else	in

the	room	saying	“yes,	that’s	happened	to	me,	isn’t	it	infuriating.”	People	were
coming	at	it	from	lots	of	different	levels.	Some	were	very	academic,	and	some
hadn’t	read	any	key	feminist	texts.	People’s	knowledge	was	very	varied.	But
we	were	all	kind	of	describing	the	same	hurts,	the	same	frustrations,	and	the
same	 anger-inducing	 moments.	 That,	 to	 me,	 was	 just	 absolutely	 powerful.
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That	 it	wasn’t	seen	as	moaning,	 that	 it	wasn’t	seen	as	 reading	 too	deep	 into
things,	it	was	just	like	yeah,	people	get	it.’
We	discussed	why	it	was	so	important	for	us	to	meet	without	feminists	who

were	 white.	 ‘That	 gaze	 does	 so	 much	 to	 silence	 you,’	 Lola	 said.	 ‘Even	 if
you’re	really	confident	and	really	vocal,	there	is	still	a	holding	back	that	you
have	to	do.	Because	as	a	normal	human	being,	you	kind	of	don’t	really	 like
confrontation.	And	 there’s	 an	 element	 of	 just	 speaking	 the	 truth	 of	 what	 it
means	to	be	a	black	woman	in	the	UK	that	it	would	be	ridiculous,	as	a	white
person,	to	not	read	that	as	implicating	you.’
In	 black	 feminists,	 we	 used	 the	 word	 intersectionality	 to	 talk	 about	 the

crossover	of	two	distinct	discriminations	–	racism	and	sexism	–	that	happens
to	 people	who	 are	 both	 black	 and	women.	 For	 black	 feminist	 academic	Dr
Kimberlé	Crenshaw,	 it	 was	 her	 studies	 in	 law	 that	 led	 her	 to	 coin	 the	 now
mainstream	term.	When	we	met	in	London’s	US	Embassy,	she	told	me,	‘That
work	 started	 when	 I	 realised	 that	 African	 American	 women	 were	 .	 .	 .	 not
recognised	as	having	experienced	discrimination	that	reflected	both	their	race
and	their	gender.	The	courts	would	say	if	you	don’t	experience	racism	in	the
same	 way	 as	 a	 [black]	 man	 does,	 or	 sexism	 in	 the	 same	 way	 as	 a	 white
woman	 does,	 then	 you	 haven’t	 been	 discriminated	 against.	 I	 saw	 that	 as	 a
problem	of	sameness	and	difference.	There	were	claims	of	being	seen	as	too
different	to	be	accommodated	by	law.	That	led	to	intersectionality,	looking	at
the	ways	race	and	gender	intersect	to	create	barriers	and	obstacles	to	equality.’
This	 was	 a	 word	 to	 describe	 the	 previously	 undefined	 phenomenon,

although	 black	 feminist	 activists,	 scholars	 and	 theorists	 had	 written	 and
spoken	about	the	very	same	thing	years	before	Dr	Crenshaw	gave	it	a	name.
In	 1851,	 black	 abolitionist	 and	 women’s	 rights	 activist	 Sojourner	 Truth
addressed	the	Ohio	Women’s	Rights	Convention.
She	said,	‘I	think	that	’twixt	de	niggers	of	de	South	and	the	women	of	de

North,	all	talking	about	rights,	the	white	men	will	be	in	a	fix	pretty	soon.	But
what’s	all	this	here	talking	about?	That	man	over	there	say	that	women	needs
to	be	helped	into	carriages,	and	lifted	over	ditches,	and	to	have	de	best	place
everywhere.	Nobody	 ever	 helps	me	 into	 carriages,	 or	 over	mud-puddles,	 or
gives	me	any	best	place!	And	ain’t	I	a	woman?	Look	at	me!	Look	at	my	arm!
I	have	ploughed,	and	planted,	and	gathered	into	barns,	and	no	man	could	head
me!	And	ain’t	I	a	woman?	Then	they	talks	’bout	this	ting	in	de	head;	what	this
they	call	 it?’	(‘Intellect,’	whispered	someone	near.)	 ‘That’s	 it,	honey.	What’s
that	got	 to	do	with	women’s	 rights	or	niggers’	 rights?	 If	my	cup	won’t	hold
but	a	pint,	and	yours	holds	a	quart,	wouldn’t	you	be	mean	not	to	let	me	have
my	little	half-measure	full?’3	The	speech	was	published	twelve	years	later	in
the	National	Anti-Slavery	Standard.
A	century	on	in	1984,	black	feminist,	activist	and	poet	Audre	Lorde	wrote
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in	 Sister	 Outsider:	 Essays	 and	 Speeches:	 ‘Women	 of	 today	 are	 still	 being
called	upon	to	stretch	across	the	gap	of	male	ignorance	and	to	educate	men	as
to	 our	 existence	 and	 our	 needs.	 This	 is	 an	 old	 and	 primary	 tool	 of	 all
oppressors	to	keep	the	oppressed	occupied	with	 the	master’s	concerns.	Now
we	hear	that	it	is	the	task	of	women	of	colour	to	educate	white	women	–	in	the
face	 of	 tremendous	 resistance	 –	 as	 to	 our	 existence,	 our	 differences,	 our
relative	roles	in	our	joint	survival.	This	is	a	diversion	of	energies	and	a	tragic
repetition	of	racist	patriarchal	thought.’
In	 1979,	 in	 her	 essay	 ‘Anger	 in	 isolation:	 a	 Black	 feminist’s	 search	 for

sisterhood’	 from	 the	 essay	 collection	 But	 Some	 of	 Us	 are	 Brave,	 Michele
Wallace	wrote:	 ‘We	 exist	 as	women	who	 are	Black	who	 are	 feminist,	 each
stranded	for	 the	moment,	working	independently	because	there	is	not	yet	an
environment	 in	 this	 society	 remotely	 congenial	 to	 our	 struggle	 –	 because
being	on	the	bottom,	we	would	have	to	do	what	no	one	has	done:	we	would
have	to	fight	the	world.’
Then	 bell	 hooks	 stepped	 forward	 in	 1981,	 writing	 in	 Ain’t	 I	 a	 Woman:

Black	 Women	 and	 Feminism:	 ‘The	 process	 begins	 with	 the	 individual
woman’s	acceptance	that	.	.	.	women,	without	exception,	are	socialized	to	be
racist,	 classist	 and	 sexist,	 in	 varying	 degrees,	 and	 that	 labelling	 ourselves
feminists	 does	 not	 change	 the	 fact	 that	 we	 must	 consciously	 work	 to	 rid
ourselves	 of	 the	 legacy	 of	 negative	 socialization.	 It	 is	 obvious	 that	 many
women	have	appropriated	feminism	to	serve	their	own	ends,	especially	those
white	women	who	have	been	at	the	forefront	of	the	movement;	but	rather	than
resigning	 myself	 to	 this	 appropriation	 I	 choose	 to	 reappropriate	 the	 term
“feminism,”	to	focus	on	the	fact	that	to	be	“feminist”	in	any	authentic	sense	of
the	term	is	to	want	for	all	people,	female	and	male,	liberation	from	sexist	role
patterns,	domination,	and	oppression.’
And	 in	 a	 law	 lecture	 delivered	 to	 London’s	 Birkbeck	 University	 in	 late

2013,	 Angela	 Davis	 expanded	 on	 the	 history	 of	 how	 black	 women	 have
articulated	their	experiences	over	the	years.	In	1969,	she	explained,	American
civil	rights	activist	Frances	Beale	wrote	a	pamphlet	called	Double	Jeopardy:
To	Be	Black	and	Female.	Later,	the	Third	World	Women’s	Alliance	created	a
newspaper	called	Triple	Jeopardy.	For	them,	the	struggle	was	not	just	against
racism	 and	 sexism,	 but	 imperialism	 too.	 Elizabeth	 Spelman’s	 1988	 book
Inessential	Woman	 challenged	 the	methods	of	 adding	on	oppressions	a	year
before	Dr	Kimberlé	Crenshaw	coined	the	term	‘intersectionality’.
America,	 with	 its	 grid-like	 road	 system,	 neatly	 packed	 full	 of	 perfect

rectangles	 and	 squares,	 was	 the	 right	 place	 for	 the	 birth	 of	 this	 metaphor.
Every	 person	 knows	 of	 a	 place	 where	 all	 the	 roads	 meet.	 A	 place	 where
there’s	no	longer	one	distinct	road,	but	instead	a	very	particular	spot,	a	space
that	merges	all	of	the	roads	leading	up	to	it.	Black	women,	in	these	theories,
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were	 proof	 that	 the	 roads	 didn’t	 run	 parallel,	 but	 instead	 crossed	 over	 each
other	 frequently.	 And	 the	 aforementioned	 women	 writers’	 work	 thoroughly
illustrates	how	much	richness	and	depth	there	is	to	be	found	when	examining
those	 intersections,	 instead	 of	 denying	 they	 exist,	 or	 forgetting	 them
altogether.	For	too	long,	black	women	have	been	the	forgotten,	and	have	had
to	come	up	with	strategies	of	being	remembered.	In	the	analysis	of	who	fell
through	the	cracks	in	competing	struggles	for	rights	for	women	and	rights	for
black	people,	it	always	seemed	to	be	black	women	who	took	the	hit.

When	black	feminists	started	to	push	for	an	intersectional	analysis	in	British
feminism,	 the	widespread	 response	 from	 feminists	who	were	white	was	not
one	 of	 support.	 Instead,	 they	 began	 to	 make	 the	 case	 that	 the	 word
‘intersectional’	was	utter	jargon	–	too	difficult	for	anyone	without	a	degree	to
understand	–	and	therefore	useless.
‘If	 you	 haven’t	 got	 the	 same	 background	 in	 or	 affinity	 with	 academia,

though,	intersectionality	is	a	word	that	says	 this	is	not	for	you,’	wrote	Sarah
Ditum	on	her	personal	blog	in	2012.4
In	 the	New	 Statesman,	 Holly	 Baxter	 and	Rhiannon	 Lucy	 Cosslett	 wrote:

‘This	means	that	issues	of	race,	class,	religion,	sexuality,	politics	and	privilege
often	 end	 up	 fracturing	 feminist	 dialogue,	 most	 regularly	 causing
disagreements	 between	 those	 armed	 with	 an	 MA	 in	 Gender	 Studies	 and	 a
large	vocabulary	 to	match,	 and	 those	without	 [.	 .	 .]	Going	 into	 certain	 state
comps	 and	 discussing	 the	 nuances	 of	 intersectionality	 isn’t	 going	 to	 have
much	 dice	 if	 some	 of	 the	 teenage	 girls	 in	 the	 audience	 are	 pregnant,	 or
hungry,	 or	 at	 risk	 of	 abuse	 (what	 are	 they	 going	 to	 do?	 Protect	 or	 feed
themselves	with	theory?	Women	cannot	dine	on	Greer	alone).	[.	.	.]	It	almost
seems	 as	 though	 some	 educated	 women	 want	 to	 keep	 feminism	 for
themselves,	cloak	it	in	esoteric	theory	and	hide	it	under	their	mattresses,	safe
and	warm	beneath	the	duck-down	duvet.’5
As	 the	 debate	 intensified	 on	 social	 media,	 feminists	 who	 didn’t	 comply

with	this	line	were	routinely	monstered	in	the	press.	The	jabs	were	kept	just
about	evasive	enough	so	 that	no	particular	woman	was	named,	and	so	 there
was	 very	 little	 response	 published	 from	 those	 being	 criticised.	 Sadie	 Smith
wrote	 in	 the	 New	 Statesman:	 ‘The	 Online	 Wimmin	 Mob	 takes	 offence
everywhere,	but	particularly	at	other	women	who	are	not	in	their	little	Mean
Girls	 club,	 which	 has	 their	 own	 over-stylised	 and	 impenetrable	 language,
rules	and	disciplinary	proceedings.’6
The	 white	 feminist	 distaste	 for	 intersectionality	 quickly	 evolved	 into	 a

hatred	of	the	idea	of	white	privilege	–	perhaps	because	to	recognise	structural
racism	 would	 have	 to	 mean	 recognising	 their	 own	 whiteness.	 They	 were
backed	up	by	 their	men.	Tom	Midlane	wrote	 in	 the	New	Statesman:	 ‘While
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the	 idea	 is	obviously	born	out	of	honourable	 intentions,	 I	believe	 the	whole
discourse	 around	 privilege	 is	 inherently	 destructive	 –	 at	 best,	 a	 colossal
distraction,	and	at	worst	a	means	of	 turning	us	all	 into	self-appointed	moral
guardians	 out	 to	 aggressively	 police	 even	 fellow	 travellers’	 speech	 and
behaviour.	Why	does	 this	matter,	you	ask?	The	answer	 is	 simple:	 it	matters
because	privilege-checking	has	thoroughly	infected	progressive	thought.’7
You’ll	 notice	 a	 trend	 here.	 Between	 2012	 and	 2014,	 the	 most	 spirited

takedowns	 of	 black	women	 talking	 about	 race,	 racism	 and	 intersectionality
were	always	published	via	the	New	Statesman,	Britain’s	 foremost	centre-left
political	 magazine.	 Because	 of	 the	 sheer	 frequency	 of	 these	 takedowns,	 I
began	to	wonder	if	there	was	an	editorial	line.	There	were	weak	efforts	by	the
New	 Statesman	 to	 publish	 rebuttals	 by	 defenders	 of	 intersectionality,	 but	 it
was	 the	 harsh	 criticisms	 that	 seemed	 to	 set	 the	 magazine’s	 agenda	 on	 the
topic.
A	few	years	 later,	 the	arguments	 first	put	 forward	by	white	 feminists	and

left-wing	 bloggers	 in	 2012	 and	 2013	 were	 being	 echoed	 by	 publishing
platforms	that	were	decidedly	not	left	wing.	The	extreme,	hard-right,	website
Breitbart	London	defined	intersectionality	as	‘A	debate	strategy:	when	you’re
losing	an	argument	about	 feminism,	call	your	opponent	 racist	or,	even	more
damningly,	 capitalist’,	 and	 defined	 privilege	 as	 ‘What	 white	 middle-class
feminists	have	and	their	victims	don’t’.8	In	another	dictionary-style	takedown
of	progressives,	the	Spectator	wrote:	‘I	is	for	identity	politics.	Always	define
yourself	 by	 your	 natural	 characteristics	 rather	 than	 your	 character,
achievements	 or	 beliefs.	 You	 are	 first	 and	 foremost	 male,	 female,	 other,
straight,	 gay,	 black	 or	 white	 and	 should	 refer	 to	 yourself	 as	 such.	 Martin
Luther	King	 should	 have	 checked	 his	 privilege	when	 he	 had	 that	 nonsense
dream	of	a	world	where	people	“will	not	be	judged	by	the	colour	of	their	skin,
but	by	the	content	of	their	character”.	That’s	easy	for	a	middle-class	straight
man	 to	 say,	Marty.	 I	 is	 also	 for	 intersectionality,	 the	 tearaway	 offspring	 of
identity	 politics,	 where	 you	 must	 constantly	 wonder	 how	 your	 various
personal	 identities	 intersect	 with	 each	 other	 (or	 something).’9	 On	 the	 same
topic,	 another	writer	 in	 the	 same	magazine	wrote,	 ‘As	 theories	 go,	 this	 one
isn’t	wholly	mad.	The	 trouble	 is,	 it	 has	become	 faddish	 among	people	who
don’t	read	books	or	essays	but	merely	tweets	and	Internet	comments,	and	thus
don’t	know	what	they	are	talking	about.	So	what	you	end	up	with	is	a	kind	of
minority	Top	Trumps,	and	a	sort	of	spreading,	infectious	belief	that	the	more
box-tickingly	disadvantaged	a	person	is,	the	wiser,	kinder	and	more	all-seeing
they	must	be.	And	it’s	stupid.’10
Based	 on	 these	 responses,	 it	 seemed	 like	 black	women’s	 interventions	 in

white	 British	 feminism	 were	 absolutely	 not	 welcome.	 The	 reaction	 was
identical	 to	the	way	the	most	sexist	of	men	treat	feminism.	In	the	middle	of
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this	 heated	 debate	 about	 intersectionality	 in	 British	 feminism,	 four	 months
after	 my	 disastrous	 conversation	 with	 BBC	 Woman’s	 Hour,	 Dr	 Kimberlé
Crenshaw	was	 invited	onto	 the	same	show	to	explain	why	feminism	can	no
longer	ignore	race.	She	was	asked	‘how	helpful	is	it	when	.	.	.	black	women
are	asking	white	and	well-off	women	to	check	their	privilege?’	Quoting	some
of	 black	 feminism’s	 harshest	 critics,	 the	 interviewer	 continued,	 ‘It’s	 closing
down	the	debate,	and	it’s	diminishing	empathy.’
‘That’s	always	going	to	be	an	issue	in	any	kind	of	movement	that	makes	a

claim	 that	 everybody	 in	 the	 category	 is	 experiencing	 discrimination	 in	 the
same	way,	when	 in	 fact,	 that’s	not	often	 the	case,’	Dr	Crenshaw	responded.
But	 the	damage	was	done.	The	utterance	of	 a	meme-ified	phrase	 saw	black
feminism	 reduced	 to	 nothing	more	 than	 a	 disruptive	 force,	 upsetting	 sweet,
polite,	 palatable	 white	 feminism.	 British	 feminism	 was	 characterised	 as	 a
movement	where	everything	was	peaceful	until	the	angry	black	people	turned
up.	 The	 white	 feminist’s	 characterisations	 of	 black	 feminists	 as	 disruptive
aggressors	 was	 not	 so	 different	 from	 broader	 stereotyping	 of	 black
communities	 by	 the	 press.	 Women	 of	 colour	 were	 positioned	 as	 the
immigrants	of	 feminism,	unwelcome	but	 tolerated	–	a	 reluctantly	dealt-with
social	problem.	It’s	surprising	 that	no	prominent	white	feminists	made	it	 far
enough	in	their	hyperbole	to	give	an	Enoch	Powell-style,	impassioned	speech
–	something	along	the	lines	of	‘in	this	country	in	fifteen	or	twenty	years’	time
the	 black	 woman	 will	 have	 the	 whip	 hand	 over	 the	 white	 woman’.
Considering	 the	 verbal	 violence	with	which	 they	 greeted	 a	 race	 analysis	 in
feminism,	this	seemed	to	be	the	logical	conclusion	of	their	arguments.
It’s	 important	 to	 see	 the	white	 feminist	 pushback	 against	 intersectionality

not	 in	 isolation,	 but	 rather	 in	 the	 historical	 context	 of	 establishment
clampdowns	 on	 the	 black	 struggle.	 All	 the	 signs	 were	 there:	 a	 closing	 of
ranks,	paired	with	a	campaign	of	misinformation,	lies	and	discrediting.	When
Louise	Mensch	wrote	her	aggressive	tweets	about	me,	the	women	she	felt	she
was	 supporting	were	 doyennes	 of	 the	 left	 –	 regular	 writers	 for	 left-leaning
publications	like	the	Guardian	and	the	New	Statesman.	They	were	supported
by	 white,	 well-known	 writers	 and	 figures	 of	 a	 host	 of	 different	 political
persuasions.	But	at	 that	point,	 their	minor	political	differences	didn’t	matter.
The	white	consensus	in	feminism	required	defending,	and	they	needed	to	club
together	to	do	it.	My	speaking	up	about	racism	in	feminism,	to	them,	was	akin
to	a	violent	attack	on	their	very	idea	of	themselves.
This	 is	how	 racism	perpetuates	 itself	 in	 all	 spaces,	 feminist	or	otherwise.

My	 situation	 was	 very	 public.	 But	 back	 then	 I	 had	 a	 feeling	 that	 similar
scenarios	 were	 playing	 out	 across	 the	 country	 –	 in	 workplaces,	 in	 social
circles,	in	families;	and	the	result	everywhere	was	a	person	of	colour	with	no
support	network,	doubting	themselves.

91



In	 British	 feminism,	 questioning	 whether	 a	 woman	 could	 have	 feminist
politics	 and	 do	 traditionally	 feminine	 things	was	 a	 sentiment	 that	 intrigued
women’s	magazines	in	the	1990s	and	early	2000s.	Can	you	be	a	feminist	and
wear	high	heels,	the	magazines	asked.	Can	you	be	a	feminist	and	wear	make-
up?	 Can	 you	 be	 a	 feminist	 and	 get	 your	 nails	 done?	 These	 were	 the	 most
facile	of	questions,	 giving	 rise	 to	 the	most	 facile	of	magazine	 features.	The
‘can	you	be	a	feminist	and’	questions	were	all	predicated	on	tired	stereotypes
of	 feminist	activism	from	the	1970s	patriarchal	press,	depicting	feminists	as
dungaree-wearing	 angry	 women	 who	 sought	 to	 crush	 men	 under	 their	 Dr
Marten-clad	 feet.	 In	 this	 stereotype	 of	 the	 scary	 imaginary	 feminist	 that	 no
woman	would	ever	want	to	be,	her	appearance	was	the	antithesis	of	all	beauty
standards.
It	 was	 complete	 rubbish,	 of	 course.	 If	 the	 last	 five	 years	 have	 taught	 us

anything,	 it’s	 that	 feminism	 is	 a	 broad	 church	 that	 has	 less	 to	 do	 with	 the
upkeep	of	your	appearance,	and	more	to	do	with	the	upkeep	of	your	politics.
Instead	 of	 asking	 about	 high	 heels	 and	 lipstick,	 the	 pressing	 questions	 we
have	always	needed	to	ask	are:	Can	you	be	a	feminist	and	be	anti-choice?	Can
you	be	a	feminist	and	be	wilfully	ignorant	on	racism?
Feminist	 themes	 seem	 to	 be	 ever-present	 in	 television	 and	 film	 at	 the

moment.	This	 is	a	marked	 improvement	 from	the	media	 that	went	before	 it.
Feminism	is	thriving	in	journalism	and	music,	and	it	is	all	over	social	media
with	no	signs	of	subsiding.	The	people	who	are	calling	themselves	feminists
are	getting	younger	and	younger,	due	in	part	to	their	favourite	pop	stars	and
actresses	 demystifying	 the	word.	 Each	 time	 a	 celebrity	 stakes	 her	 claim	 on
feminism,	a	little	bit	of	the	stigma	surrounding	the	word	is	shattered.
With	 countrywide	 political	 landmarks	 like	 the	 legalisation	 of	 same-sex

marriage,	everyone	is	keen	to	look	like	they	approve	of	progress.	But	among
feminists,	there	are	a	few	ideological	standpoints	–	race,	reproductive	rights,
conservatism	–	that	continue	to	cause	immovable	fault	lines	in	the	movement.
Too	often,	a	white	feminist’s	ideological	standpoint	does	not	see	racism	as	a
problem,	let	alone	a	priority.	The	backlash	against	intersectionality	was	white
feminism	in	action.
When	 the	phrase	 ‘white	 feminism’,	used	as	a	derogatory	 term,	picked	up

circulation	 in	 the	 feminist	 lexicon,	 its	 popularity	made	 some	 feminists	who
are	white	somewhat	agitated.	But	this	knee-jerk	backlash	against	the	phrase	–
to	 what	 is	 more	 often	 than	 not	 a	 rigorous	 critique	 of	 the	 consequences	 of
structural	 racism	 –	 was	 undoubtedly	 born	 from	 an	 entitled	 need	 to	 defend
whiteness	 rather	 than	 any	 yearning	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	meaning	 of	 the	 phrase
‘white	 feminism’.	 What	 does	 it	 mean	 for	 your	 feminist	 politics	 to	 be
strangled,	stoppered,	and	hindered	by	whiteness?
If	feminism	can	understand	the	patriarchy,	it’s	important	to	question	why	so
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many	feminists	struggle	to	understand	whiteness	as	a	political	structure	in	the
very	 same	 way.	 Similar	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 are	 man-heavy,	 our	 most
recognised	 political	 structures	 are	 white-dominated.	 In	 that	 space	 of
overwhelming	 whiteness,	 there	 is	 always	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 opinions	 to	 be
found.	So	much	of	politics	is	just	middle-aged	white	men	passing	the	ball	to
one	another.	Every	so	often,	a	white	middle-aged	woman	is	brought	on	board
in	 an	 effort	 to	 diversify.	 The	 one	 thing	 that	 unites	 these	 differing	 political
perspectives	is	their	flat-out	refusal	to	challenge	a	white	consensus.
White	feminism	is	a	politics	that	engages	itself	with	myths	such	as	‘I	don’t

see	 race’.	 It	 is	a	politics	which	 insists	 that	 talking	about	 race	 fuels	 racism	–
thereby	denying	people	of	colour	the	words	to	articulate	our	existence.	It’s	a
politics	that	expects	people	of	colour	to	quietly	assimilate	into	institutionally
racist	 structures	 without	 kicking	 up	 a	 fuss.	 It’s	 a	 politics	 where	 people	 of
colour	are	never	setting	the	agenda.	Instead,	 they	are	relegated	to	constantly
reacting	 to	 things	 and	 frantically	 playing	 catch-up.	 A	 white-dominated
feminist	 political	 consensus	 allows	 people	 of	 colour	 a	 place	 at	 the	 table	 if
we’re	willing	 to	 settle	 for	 tokenism,	 but	 it	 clamps	 down	 if	 they	 attempt	 to
create	accountability	for	said	consensus	–	let	alone	any	structural	change.
Whiteness	positions	itself	as	the	norm.	It	refuses	to	recognise	itself	for	what

it	 is.	 Its	 so-called	 ‘objectivity’	 and	 ‘reason’	 is	 its	most	 potent	 and	 insidious
tool	 for	 maintaining	 power.	 White	 feminism	 can	 be	 conceptualised	 as	 the
feminist	wing	of	said	political	consensus.	It’s	a	set	of	white-centred	feminist
values	and	beliefs	that	some	women	like	to	buy	into.	Other	factors,	like	class
indicators,	play	a	huge	part	in	it.
White	 feminism	 in	 itself	 isn’t	 particularly	 threatening.	 It	 becomes	 a

problem	when	its	ideas	dominate	–	presented	as	the	universal,	to	be	applied	to
all	women.	It	is	a	problem,	because	we	consider	humanity	through	the	prism
of	whiteness.	 It	 is	 inevitable	 that	 feminism	wouldn’t	 be	 immune	 from	 this.
Consequently,	white	feminism	enforces	its	position	when	those	who	challenge
it	are	considered	troublemakers.	When	I	write	about	white	feminism,	I’m	not
reducing	 white	 women	 to	 the	 colour	 of	 their	 skin.	Whiteness	 is	 a	 political
position,	and	challenging	it	in	feminist	spaces	is	not	a	tit-for-tat	disagreement
because	prejudice	needs	power	to	be	effective.
The	 politics	 of	whiteness	 transcends	 the	 colour	 of	 anyone’s	 skin.	 It	 is	 an

occupying	force	in	the	mind.	It	is	a	political	ideology	that	is	concerned	with
maintaining	power	 through	domination	and	exclusion.	Anyone	can	buy	 into
it,	just	like	anyone	can	choose	to	challenge	it.	White	women	seem	to	take	the
phrase	 ‘white	 feminism’	 very	 personally,	 but	 it	 is	 at	 once	 everything	 and
nothing	 to	do	with	 them.	 It’s	not	about	women,	who	are	 feminists,	who	are
white.	 It’s	 about	 women	 espousing	 feminist	 politics	 as	 they	 buy	 into	 the
politics	 of	whiteness,	which	 at	 its	 core	 are	 exclusionary,	 discriminatory	 and
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structurally	racist.
For	 those	 who	 identify	 as	 feminist,	 but	 have	 never	 questioned	 what	 it

means	to	be	white,	it	is	likely	the	phrase	white	feminism	applies.	Those	who
perceive	every	critique	of	white-dominated	politics	to	be	an	attack	on	them	as
a	white	 person	 are	 probably	 part	 of	 the	 problem.	When	white	 feminists	 are
ignorant	on	race,	they	don’t	initially	come	from	a	place	of	malice	–	although
their	 opposition	 can	 very	 quickly	 evolve	 into	 a	 frothing	 vitriol	 when
challenged	on	their	politics.	Instead,	I’ve	learnt	 that	 they	come	from	a	place
very	similar	to	mine.	We	all	grew	up	in	a	white-dominated	world.	This	is	the
context	 that	 white	 feminists	 are	 working	 within,	 benefiting	 from	 and
reproducing	a	system	that	they	barely	notice.	However,	their	critical-analysis
skills	are	pretty	good	at	spotting	exclusive	systems,	such	as	gender,	that	they
don’t	 benefit	 from.	They	 spout	 impassioned	 rhetoric	 against	 patriarchy	with
ease,	feeling	its	sharp	edge	of	injustice	jutting	them	in	the	ribs	at	work	in	the
form	of	unequal	pay,	and	socially,	hurled	at	them	in	the	street	in	the	form	of
catcalling.	And	they	rightly	say,	‘I’m	sick	of	living	in	this	world	built	for	the
needs	of	men!	I	feel	like	at	best,	I	can	fight	it,	at	worst	I	have	to	learn	to	cope
in	 it.’	 Yet	 they’re	 incredibly	 defensive	 when	 the	 same	 analysis	 of	 race	 is
levelled	at	their	whiteness.	You’d	have	to	laugh,	if	the	whole	thing	wasn’t	so
reprehensible.
When	 they	 talk	 about	 equal	 rights	 and	 representation,	 white	 feminists

deeply	 mean	 it.	 They	 can	 be	 witty,	 intelligent,	 eloquent	 and	 insightful	 on
issues	 like	 reproductive	 rights,	 street	 harassment,	 sexual	 violence,	 beauty
standards,	body	 image,	and	women’s	 representation	 in	 the	media.	These	are
issues	that	so	many	women	can	strongly	resonate	with	and	relate	to.	It	tends
to	be	white	women	who	find	themselves	representing	feminism	in	the	press,
talking	about	it	on	television	or	the	radio,	enthusing	about	it	in	magazines.
It	 helps	 that	 the	 white	 women	 espousing	 feminist	 politics	 in	 the	 public

sphere	are	conventionally	attractive	with	enough	of	a	quirk	that	renders	them
relatable	 to	 the	 everyday	woman.	They	 have	 chubby	 thighs	 or	 gappy	 teeth.
They	have	bodies	that	are	far	from	the	supermodel	standard	that	we’ve	come
to	hold	 all	women	 in	 the	public	 eye	 to.	This	 is	 refreshing,	we	 shout.	These
women	 look	 like	 us.	 These	 women	 are	 real.	 These	 women	 are	 women’s
women.	 These	 women	 are	 not	 afraid	 to	 say	 what	 they	 think.	 In	 an	 age	 of
Twitter	 followings	 and	YouTube	 subscriber	 counts,	 it’s	 also	 about	 personal
branding	and	burgeoning	careers.	So	we	click,	and	like,	and	follow.

Being	 a	 feminist	 with	 a	 race	 analysis	 means	 seeing	 clearly	 how	 race	 and
gender	are	intertwined	when	it	comes	to	inequalities.	Looking	at	the	politics
of	 race	 in	 this	 country,	 I	 can	 see	 how	 an	 entitlement	 towards	white	British
women’s	bodies	plays	out	in	what	is	being	said.	2066	is	the	year	white	people
will	 supposedly	 become	 a	 minority	 in	 Britain.	 Oxford	 Professor	 David
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Coleman	 is	 the	man	who	 estimated	 that	 date.	 In	 2016,	 he	wrote	 in	 a	Daily
Mail	 article	 –	 framed	 around	 the	 issue	 of	 Brexit:	 ‘women	 born	 overseas
contributed	27	per	cent	of	all	live	births	in	2014,	and	33	per	cent	of	births	had
at	 least	one	 immigrant	parent	–	a	figure	which	has	more	 than	doubled	since
the	 1990s.’11	 The	 article	 was	 titled,	 ‘RIP	 This	 Britain:	 With	 academic
objectivity,	 Oxford	 Professor	 and	 population	 expert	 David	 Coleman	 says
white	Britons	could	be	in	the	minority	by	the	2060s	–	or	sooner’.
I	 think	 it’s	 easy	 to	 see	 how	 those	who	 espouse	white	 nationalist	 politics

could	take	these	figures	and	run	with	them,	and	insist	that	the	year	2066	will
mark	Britain’s	doomsday.	It	 looks	like	there	is	a	subtle	ethno-nationalism	in
this	 discussion,	 almost	 worthy	 of	 The	 Handmaid’s	 Tale.	 It	 seems	 to	 be	 a
racialised	misogyny	that	is	preoccupied	with	wombs,	and	urges	white	British
women	 to	 fuck	 for	 their	 country	 while	 accusing	 women	 who	 aren’t	 white
British	of	breeding	uncontrollably	and	destabilising	the	essence	of	Britain.
Despite	this	pernicious	narrative,	there	are	quarters	of	British	society	who

maintain	 that	 misogyny	 is	 somehow	 the	 reserve	 of	 foreigners.	 Never	 in	 a
million	years	did	I	think	I’d	hear	former	Prime	Minister	David	Cameron	call
out	the	ills	of	a	patriarchal	society.	When,	in	2012	and	2013,	British	women’s
groups	such	as	 the	Fawcett	Society	and	 the	Women’s	Budget	Group	did	 the
laborious	maths	 to	argue	 that	 the	government’s	 austerity	agenda	was	hitting
women	 the	 hardest,	David	Cameron	 and	 his	 party	 barely	 responded.	 It	was
interesting,	then,	that	when	Mr	Cameron	finally	uttered	the	words	‘patriarchal
society’	 almost	 three	 years	 later,	 it	 was	 to	 lay	 out	 government	 plans	 of	 an
ultimatum	policy	that	demanded	Muslim	women	who	were	living	in	the	UK
on	a	spousal	visa	either	learn	English,	or	face	deportation.
‘Look,	I’m	not	blaming	the	people	who	can’t	speak	English,’	he	told	BBC

Radio	4’s	Today	programme.	‘Some	of	these	people	have	come	to	our	country
[from]	quite	sort	of	patriarchal	societies,	where	perhaps	the	menfolk	haven’t
wanted	 them	 to	 learn	 English,	 haven’t	 wanted	 them	 to	 integrate.’	 He
continued,	 ‘What	we’ve	 found	 in	 some	 of	 the	work	we’ve	 done	 is	 .	 .	 .	 [a]
school	governors’	meeting	where	the	men	sit	 in	 the	meeting	and	the	women
have	 to	 sit	 outside,	 [and]	 women	 who	 aren’t	 allowed	 to	 leave	 their	 home
without	 a	 male	 relative.	 This	 is	 happening	 in	 our	 country	 and	 it’s	 not
acceptable.	 We	 should	 be	 very	 proud	 of	 our	 values,	 our	 liberalism,	 our
tolerance,	our	idea	that	we	want	to	build	a	genuine	opportunity	democracy	.	.	.
where	 there	 is	 segregation	 it’s	 holding	 people	 back,	 it’s	 not	 in	 tune	 with
British	values	and	it	needs	to	go.’12
Speaking	 on	 national	 radio,	 Cameron	 let	 it	 be	 known	 that	 alongside

dedicated	 funding	 for	 Muslim	 women	 in	 what	 he	 called	 ‘isolated
communities’	 to	 learn	English,	 the	plans	would	 also	 come	with	 compulsory
language	tests	for	these	women	within	two	and	a	half	years	of	them	arriving
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in	 Britain.	 As	 surreal	 as	 it	 was	 to	 hear	 David	 Cameron	 challenging	 a
patriarchal	 society,	 it	 wasn’t	 surprising	 that	 his	 idea	 of	 patriarchy	 was
described	in	direct	opposition	to	our	own	advanced,	so-called	egalitarian	and
meritocratic	British	sense	of	self.
When	we	tell	ourselves	that	misogyny	is	simply	an	import	from	overseas,

we	 are	 saying	 that	 it’s	 just	 not	 a	 problem	 here.	 David	 Cameron	 probably
shouldn’t	be	too	quick	to	insinuate	that	extreme	misogyny	is	a	foreign	import
to	 the	 British	 Isles.	 When	 the	 Office	 of	 National	 Statistics	 shows	 that,	 on
average,	 seven	 women	 a	 month	 in	 England	 and	Wales	 are	 murdered	 by	 a
current	 or	 former	 partner,13	 and	 85,000	 women	 are	 raped	 in	 England	 and
Wales	alone	every	year,14	we	know	that	this	is	simply	not	the	case.	Misogyny
is	not	a	problem	that	can	be	solved	with	closed	borders,	nor	a	crash	course	in
Received	Pronunciation.	It	exists	in	the	psyche	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	man
in	every	country.
Despite	 this	 truth,	 it	 was	 the	 idea	 that	 multiculturalism	 brings	 with	 it	 a

corrosive	 sexism	 and	 misogyny	 that	 was	 touted	 after	 mass	 sexual	 assaults
took	place	on	New	Year’s	Eve	of	2015	in	Cologne,	Germany.	The	same	angle
emerged	 when	 a	 child	 sexual	 exploitation	 ring	 run	 by	 Asian	 men	 was
uncovered	 in	 Rotherham,	 south	 Yorkshire,	 in	 2013.	 In	 2012	 and	 2013,	 the
phrase	‘Asian	sex	gang’	occupied	what	seemed	like	a	million	headlines.	The
far	 right	 loves	 this	 Asian	 sex-gang	 angle.	 To	 them,	 the	 women	 are	 their
property,	the	women	are	‘ours’.	But	the	reality	is	that	if	every	Asian	man	left
the	country,	child	sexual	exploitation	on	British	Isles	would	not	go	away.
There	 is	 a	 race	 aspect	 to	 these	 incidents	 that	 can’t	 be	 ignored,	 and

acknowledging	this	doesn’t	invalidate	any	condemnation	of	grooming,	abuse
and	misogyny.	A	lot	of	the	time,	being	a	black	feminist	situates	you	between	a
rock	and	a	hard	place,	challenging	 the	 racism	you	see	 targeted	at	black	and
brown	people	and	also	challenging	the	patriarchy	around	you.	And	while	the
endless	 tug	of	war	of	political	debate	demands	clear	 rights	and	wrongs,	 this
topic	desperately	requires	nuance.
What	 is	 undeniable	 is	 that	 Western	 beauty	 ideals	 and	 Western

objectification	 of	 female	 flesh	 focuses	 heavily	 on	 whiteness	 and	 on	 youth.
White	female	flesh	is	commoditised	in	the	public	eye	all	the	time.	If	black	and
brown	flesh	is	ever	included	in	these	forums,	it’s	often	considered	a	novelty	–
perhaps	described	as	‘ebony’,	‘chocolate’	or	‘caramel’,	sometimes	approached
as	taboo.	Amid	the	No	More	Page	3	campaign	was	the	little-referenced	point
that	 black	Page	 3	 girls	 rarely	 exist,	 presumably	 because	 some	media	 didn’t
believe	 that	 black	 and	 brown	 women	 are	 beautiful	 enough	 to	 bother
objectifying.	 There	 are,	 of	 course,	 exceptions	 to	 this	 rule,	 often	 in
entertainment	and	media	in	which	creative	control	is	designed	to	pander	to	the
needs	of	black	and	brown	men.
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Let’s	 look	at	how	racialised	bodies	sit	 inside	an	understanding	of	sex	and
sexual	 abuse	 in	 a	 world	 drunk	 on	 overwhelming	 whiteness.	 Racist	 beauty
ideals	encourage	a	culture	of	certain	 types	of	 female	 flesh	being	considered
publicly	available.	After	two	Pakistani	men	were	jailed	in	2011	for	raping	and
sexually	abusing	young	white	girls,	it	seemed	like	Jack	Straw,	former	MP	for
Blackburn,	 took	on	the	language	of	 the	abuser	when	he	said	 that	white	girls
were	seen	as	‘easy	meat’	for	Asian	rapists.	Speaking	on	BBC	Newsnight,	he
said,	‘These	young	men	are	 in	a	Western	society,	 in	any	event,	 they	act	 like
any	 other	 young	 men,	 they’re	 fizzing	 and	 popping	 with	 testosterone,	 they
want	some	outlet	for	that,	but	Pakistani	heritage	girls	are	off-limits	and	they
are	expected	to	marry	a	Pakistani	girl	from	Pakistan,	typically.’15	There	was
pushback	on	his	comments	 from	other	politicians,	but	 the	objections	 started
and	ended	with	indignation	that	Straw	was	stereotyping	an	entire	community.
What	was	missed	was	how	Jack	Straw	not	only	echoed	abusers,	but	 also

failed	to	challenge	their	language.	First	he	indulged	in	the	‘boys	will	be	boys’
excuse,	 as	 though	 fizzing	 and	 popping	 with	 testosterone	 is	 a	 precursor	 to
violating	 another	 human	 being’s	 body.	 It	 never	 is,	 yet	 this	 pervasive	 belief
excuses	abuse	and	coercion	as	simply	youthful	curiosity.	His	second	error	was
fairly	 simple:	women	 are	 not	 flesh	 to	 be	 consumed.	Women	 aren’t	 objects,
passive	 and	 docile	 and	 open	 and	 waiting.	 There	 is	 something	 so	 insidious
about	this	language	of	food	and	flesh,	one	that	suggests	that	men	must	eat	as
much	meat	and	fuck	as	many	women	as	possible	in	order	to	be	the	manliest.
In	 our	 gender	 relations,	 ‘meat’	 strips	 women	 of	 basic	 bodily	 autonomy,
asserting	that	we	are	only	ever	on	the	menu,	and	never	at	the	table.
This,	plus	a	feeling	of	public	piety	around	the	hijab,	the	niqab,	and	covered

black	 and	 brown	 female	 flesh	 in	 particular,	makes	 for	 a	 toxic	 combination.
The	 modesty	 expectation	 is	 just	 as	 limiting	 and	 judgemental	 as	 the
compulsory	bikini-body	one.	Both	obsessively	focus	on	a	woman’s	looks	and
how	covered	or	uncovered	her	body	is	in	determining	her	value,	as	though	her
body	 belongs	 to	 a	 male	 gaze	 before	 it	 belongs	 to	 her.	 There	 are	 always
external	 factors	 influencing	 the	 way	 a	 women	 dresses,	 but	 the	 ultimate
decision	should	be	her	own.	All	the	while,	in	the	case	of	the	aforementioned
abuses,	the	voices	of	poor	white	women	and	girls;	and	the	voices	of	black	and
brown	women	and	girls	are	denied	any	agency.	This	is	not	simply	a	question
of	 patriarchy;	 it’s	 a	manifestation	 of	 the	 virgin/whore	 dichotomy	 that	 spans
across	postcodes,	countries	and	cultures.
We	 cannot	 effectively	 destroy	 this	 kind	 of	 exploitation	without	 attacking

pervasive	 cultural	messages,	 at	 home	 and	 away,	 that	 tell	men	 that	women’s
bodies	are	always	up	for	the	taking.	As	long	as	women	are	groped	on	public
transport,	masturbated	at	in	the	street,	and	as	long	as	female	flesh	stares	dead-
eyed	and	pouty-lipped	from	millions	of	images	advertising	goods	as	banal	as
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exercise	supplements	and	hooded	jackets,	we	will	have	a	misogyny	problem.
As	we	challenge	racist,	Islamophobic	stories	regarding	sexual	abuse,	we’ve

also	 got	 to	 challenge	 patriarchy	 where	 we	 find	 it.	 One	 cannot	 be	 done
effectively	 without	 the	 other.	 At	 present,	 the	 conversation	 about	 misogyny
that	has	reached	the	highest	 levels	of	government	has	maintained	that	 it	 is	a
foreign	import.	This	is	disingenuous	and	it	is	done	to	pull	the	wool	over	our
eyes.	Feminist	activists	would	be	foolish	to	ally	with	political	forces	that	only
ever	speak	in	defence	of	women	when	there	are	Muslims	to	bash.
So,	we	 know	 that	 as	much	 as	 the	 subject	 needs	 nuance,	 groups	 of	white

men	who	rape	and	abuse	children	and	babies	are	reported	on	by	the	press,	but
their	 crimes	 are	 not	 seized	 upon	 as	 indicative	 of	 the	 inherent	 problem	with
men	in	the	same	way	that	men	of	colour’s	crimes	are	held	up	as	evidence	of
the	savagery	of	their	race.	When	an	organised	gang	of	seven	white	men	were
found	guilty	of	raping	and	abusing	children	(or	conspiring	to)	in	April	2015,
the	far	right	did	not	co-opt	the	story	as	evidence	that	we	should	deport	all	men
from	 the	 country.	 The	 seven	 men,	 who	 were	 scattered	 across	 the	 UK,
communicated	online	and	streamed	abuse	to	each	other	using	conference-call
technology.	All	the	while,	they	were	embedding	themselves	in	their	separate
communities	and	grooming	the	parents	of	the	children	they	were	preying	on.
One	even	befriended	a	pregnant	woman	with	 a	 view	 to	 abusing	her	 unborn
baby.	 According	 to	 the	 BBC’s	 reporting	 on	 the	 cases,	 officers	 from	 the
National	Crime	Agency	called	the	crimes	the	most	‘vile	and	depraved’	they’d
ever	 seen.	These	white	men’s	 crimes	didn’t	 get	 an	 affix	of	 their	 race	 in	 the
consequent	headlines.
We	 as	 a	 nation	 hate	 paedophiles.	 We	 malign	 them	 because	 they	 are

paedophiles.	 But	 crucially,	 we	 see	 them	 as	 anomalies.	We	 don’t	 think	 that
their	 actions	 are	 because	 of	 the	 deviancy	 of	 white	 men.	When	 white	 men
target	babies,	children	and	teenagers	for	sexual	gratification,	we	don’t	ask	for
a	deep	reflection	on	these	actions	from	the	white	male	community.
This	 isn’t	 about	 good	 men	 or	 bad	 men	 –	 binary	 notions	 that	 we	 feel

comfortable	enough	with	to	slot	into	neat	boxes	–	but	about	rape	culture.	We
should	be	asking	why,	when	children	and	women	speak	up	about	being	raped
or	 sexually	 assaulted,	 there	 are	 always	 people	 around	 them	who	 bend	 over
backwards	 to	 try	and	 find	ways	 to	 suggest	 that	 she	 incited	or	 invited	 it.	We
should	 question	 the	 class	 prejudice	 that	 allowed	 white,	 poor	 victims	 to	 be
ignored	by	 the	authorities	 in	a	way	 that	would	be	 less	 likely	 to	happen	 to	a
middle-class	 white	 girl	 raised	 in	 Islington.	 Class	 assigns	 your	 life	 with	 a
correspondent	value	in	the	eyes	of	gatekeepers.	The	taboo	in	discussing	these
crimes	 isn’t	 about	 race,	 it	 is	 about	men.	Predatory	men.	Every	woman	who
has	ever	been	a	 teenage	girl	could	 tell	you	a	 tale	about	an	encounter	with	a
predatory	 man,	 men	 who	 smell	 youth	 and	 vulnerability,	 and	 seek	 only	 to
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dominate.
Far	 from	 shutting	down	debate,	 incorporating	 the	 challenges	of	 racism	 is

absolutely	 essential	 for	 a	 feminist	 movement	 that	 doesn’t	 leave	 anyone
behind.	I’m	not	sure	our	most	popular	versions	of	feminism	are	currently	up
to	that	task.

I	fear	that,	although	white	feminism	is	palatable	to	those	in	power,	when	it	has
won,	things	will	look	very	much	the	same.	Injustice	will	thrive,	but	there	will
be	more	women	in	charge	of	it.	Feminism	is	not	about	equality,	and	certainly
not	 about	 silently	 slipping	 into	 a	 world	 of	 work	 created	 by	 and	 for	 men.
Feminism,	 at	 its	 best,	 is	 a	movement	 that	works	 to	 liberate	 all	 people	who
have	 been	 economically,	 socially	 and	 culturally	 marginalised	 by	 an
ideological	 system	 that	 has	 been	 designed	 for	 them	 to	 fail.	 That	 means
disabled	 people,	 black	 people,	 trans	 people,	women	 and	 non-binary	 people,
LGB	people	and	working-class	people.	The	idea	of	campaigning	for	equality
must	be	complicated	 if	we	are	 to	untangle	 the	 situation	we’re	 in.	Feminism
will	have	won	when	we	have	ended	poverty.	It	will	have	won	when	women
are	no	 longer	expected	 to	work	 two	 jobs	 (the	care	and	emotional	 labour	 for
their	families	as	well	as	their	day	jobs)	by	default.
The	mess	we	are	 living	 is	a	deliberate	one.	 If	 it	was	created	by	people,	 it

can	be	dismantled	by	people,	 and	 it	 can	be	 rebuilt	 in	 a	way	 that	 serves	 all,
rather	than	a	selfish,	hoarding	few.	Beyond	the	obvious	demands	–	an	end	to
sexual	violence,	an	end	to	the	wage	gap	–	feminism	must	be	class-conscious,
and	aware	of	 the	 limiting	culture	of	 the	gender	binary.	 It	needs	 to	recognise
that	disabled	people	 aren’t	 inherently	defective,	but	 rather	 that	non-disabled
people	have	failed	at	creating	a	physical	world	that	serves	all.	Feminism	must
demand	affordable,	decent,	 secure	housing,	and	a	universal	basic	 income.	 It
should	 demand	 pay	 for	 full-time	 mothers	 and	 free	 childcare	 for	 working
mothers.	 It	 should	 recognise	 that	 we	 live	 in	 a	 world	 in	 which	 women	 are
constantly	 harangued	 into	 being	 lusted	 after,	 but	 punishes	 sex	 workers	 for
using	that	situation	to	make	a	living.	Feminism	needs	to	thoroughly	recognise
that	sexuality	is	fluid,	and	we	need	to	dream	of	a	world	where	people	are	not
violently	 policed	 for	 transgressing	 rigid	 gender	 roles.	 Feminism	 needs	 to
demand	a	world	in	which	racist	history	is	acknowledged	and	accounted	for,	in
which	reparations	are	distributed,	in	which	race	is	completely	deconstructed.
I	 understand	 that	 these	 demands	 are	 utopian	 and	 unrealistic.	 But	 I	 think

feminism	has	to	be	absolutely	utopian	and	unrealistic,	far	removed	from	any
semblance	of	the	world	we’re	living	in	now.	We	have	to	hope	for	and	envision
something	before	agitating	for	it,	rather	than	blithely	giving	up,	citing	reality,
and	accepting	the	way	things	are.	After	all,	utopian	ideals	are	as	ideological	as
the	 political	 foundations	 of	 the	 world	 we’re	 currently	 living	 in.	 Above
everything,	feminism	is	a	constant	work	in	progress.	We	are	all	still	learning.

99



I	have	always	loved	feminism’s	readiness	to	viciously	rip	into	the	flesh	of
misogyny,	to	stick	its	chin	out	defiantly	and	scare	the	living	daylights	out	of
mediocre	men.	 But	 it	 needs	 to	 be	 the	 whole	 package,	 to	 take	 into	 account
every	aspect	of	what	writer	bell	hooks	called	‘the	white	supremacist	capitalist
patriarchy’.	Feminism	doesn’t	work	well	as	a	polite,	gender-only	analysis	that
is	neat	and	unchallenging	enough	to	be	accepted	in	corporate	environments.	It
has	failed	when	it	works	as	an	unwittingly	exclusive	movement	that	isn’t	self-
aware	 enough	 to	 recognise	 where	 its	 participants	 benefit	 from	 the	 current
system.	 At	 the	 point	 in	 which	 feminism	 has	 become	 a	 placidly	 white
movement	that	claims	to	work	on	behalf	of	all	women,	but	doesn’t	question
its	own	overwhelming	whiteness,	we	really	need	to	think	about	starting	again.
Demands	 for	 equality	 need	 to	 be	 as	 complicated	 as	 the	 inequalities	 they

attempt	to	address.	The	question	is:	who	do	we	want	to	be	equal	to?	Men,	like
women,	are	not	homogeneous.	The	Chancellor	of	the	Exchequer	leads	a	very
different	life	to	the	postman	who	pushes	letters	through	my	front	door	every
day.	He	 has	 had	 access	 to	 vastly	 different	 opportunities	 in	 his	 life	 than	 his
governmental	 counterpart.	 He	 probably	 wasn’t	 born	 into	 wealth,	 and	 his
parents	probably	couldn’t	 stump	up	 the	cash	 to	get	him	 into	an	elite	private
school	that	would	buy	him	upper-class	entitlement	for	the	rest	of	his	life.	Men
inhabit	different	 spaces.	Some	face	 racism.	Some	face	homophobia.	Even	 if
we	 as	 feminists	 decide	 to	 put	 the	 differences	 between	 men	 aside,	 does
equality	demand	parity	with	people	who	have	always	had	a	disproportionately
large	share	of	resources?
It’s	 clear	 that	 equality	 doesn’t	 quite	 cut	 it.	 Asking	 for	 a	 sliver	 of

disproportional	 power	 is	 too	 polite	 a	 request.	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 be	 included.
Instead,	I	want	to	question	who	created	the	standard	in	the	first	place.	After	a
lifetime	 of	 embodying	 difference,	 I	 have	 no	 desire	 to	 be	 equal.	 I	 want	 to
deconstruct	the	structural	power	of	a	system	that	marked	me	out	as	different.	I
don’t	wish	to	be	assimilated	into	the	status	quo.	I	want	to	be	liberated	from	all
negative	assumptions	that	my	characteristics	bring.	The	onus	is	not	on	me	to
change.	Instead,	it’s	the	world	around	me.
Equality	is	fine	as	a	transitional	demand,	but	it’s	dishonest	not	to	recognise

it	 for	what	 it	 is	 –	 the	 easy	 route.	There	 is	 a	 difference	 between	 saying	 ‘we
want	 to	 be	 included’	 and	 saying	 ‘we	 want	 to	 reconstruct	 your	 exclusive
system’.	The	former	is	more	readily	accepted	into	the	mainstream.

There	 is	 such	stigma	attached	 to	 speaking	up	and	being	a	woman,	 let	 alone
speaking	up,	being	a	woman,	and	being	black.	When,	in	2013,	model	Naomi
Campbell	 lent	her	voice	 to	a	campaign	dedicated	 to	getting	more	models	of
colour	on	the	runways	of	Fashion	Week	(the	statistic	at	the	time	was	that	82
per	 cent	 of	 Fashion	 Week	 models	 were	 white),	 she	 was	 confronted	 by	 a
Channel	 4	 News	 reporter	 who	 told	 her	 ‘you	 have	 a	 reputation,	 rightly	 or
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wrongly,	for	being	quite	an	angry	person.’16
The	angry	black	woman	cannot	be	reasoned	with.	She	argues	back.	She	is

not	 docile,	 sweet	 or	 agreeable,	 like	 expectations	 of	 white	 femininity.	 Her
anger	makes	her	ugly	and	undesirable.	It’s	for	that	reason	she’ll	never	find	a
husband,	and	if	she	does,	she	will	emasculate	him.	Emasculation	as	a	concept
is	one	that	requires	the	rigid	upholding	of	sexist	gender	roles.	The	angry	black
woman	stereotype	wields	misogyny	as	a	stick	to	beat	black	women	over	the
head	 with.	 That	 angry	 black	 women	 appear	 to	 emasculate	 men	 is	 sexist
because	it	makes	assumptions	about	the	characteristics	of	men	that	inevitably
limits	 the	 scope	 of	 their	 humanity.	To	 believe	 in	 emasculation,	 you	have	 to
believe	that	masculinity	is	about	power,	and	strength,	and	dominance.	These
traits	are	supposed	to	be	great	in	men,	but	they’re	very	unattractive	in	women.
Especially	angry	black	ones.	Women	in	general	aren’t	supposed	to	be	angry.
Women	 are	 expected	 to	 smile,	 swallow	 our	 feelings	 and	 be	 self-sacrificial.
Bossy	is	ugly,	and	of	course,	the	worst	thing	a	woman	could	ever	be	is	ugly.
As	black	women,	our	blackness	already	situates	us	further	along	the	ugliness
scale.	God	forbid	we	be	fat.
The	‘angry	black	woman’	phrase	says	more	about	maleness	and	whiteness

than	it	does	about	black	women.	It	speaks	to	a	status	quo	that	recognises	its
own	simultaneous	suffocating	dominance	and	delicate	fragility	–	of	the	reality
of	 its	 increasing	 irrelevance	 over	 time,	 and	 a	 compulsive	 need	 to	 stop	 that
looming	change.
I	used	to	be	scared	of	being	perceived	as	an	angry	black	woman.	But	I	soon

realised	that	any	number	of	authentic	emotions	I	displayed	could	and	would
be	interpreted	as	anger.	My	assertiveness,	passion	and	excitement	could	all	be
wielded	 against	 me.	 Not	 displaying	 anger	 wasn’t	 going	 to	 stop	 me	 being
labelled	as	angry,	so	I	thought:	fuck	it.	I	decided	to	speak	my	mind.	The	more
politically	assertive	I	became,	the	more	men	shouted	at	me.	Performance	artist
Selina	 Thompson	 told	me	 that	 when	 she	 thinks	 of	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 an
angry	black	woman,	she	thinks	of	honesty.	There	is	no	point	in	keeping	quiet
because	you	want	to	be	liked.	Often,	there	will	be	no	one	fighting	your	corner
but	yourself.	It	was	black	feminist	poet	Audre	Lorde	who	said:	‘your	silence
will	not	protect	you.’	Who	wins	when	we	don’t	speak?	Not	us.
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6

RACE	AND	CLASS

In	 the	 time	 that	 I’ve	 spent	 writing	 and	 publicly	 speaking	 about	 race,	 I’ve
become	 familiar	 with	 one	 particular	 question.	 ‘What	 about	 class?’	 It’s	 a
question	that	follows	me	everywhere	I	go.	In	it	is	an	implication	that	it’s	class,
not	race,	 that	 is	 the	true	battle	 to	be	fought	 in	Britain	–	and	that	we	have	to
choose	 between	 one	 or	 the	 other.	 I	 totally	 reject	 this	 assumption.	 But	 I’m
going	 to	 try	 and	 answer	 the	 question.	What	 about	 class?	 And	 how	 does	 it
relate	to	race	–	if	it	does	at	all?
In	 Britain,	 class	 is	 integral	 to	 how	 we	 understand	 our	 own	 position	 in

society.	Since	the	Victorian	times,	we	have	confined	ourselves	to	one	of	three
categories	 –	working	 class,	middle	 class,	 or	 upper	 class.	We’ve	 understood
class	 in	 a	 Marxist	 fashion,	 using	 a	 person’s	 relationship	 to	 the	 means	 of
production	 as	 a	 defining	 factor.	 The	 saying	 goes	 that	 if	 you’re	 paid	 by	 the
hour	and	you	rent	your	home,	 then	you’re	working	class,	and	if	you’re	paid
monthly	and	you	own	your	home,	you’re	middle	class.	But	we	no	longer	have
a	 country	 full	 of	 factories,	mines	 and	mills	with	 rigid	 structures	 of	workers
and	bosses.	I	grew	up	in	a	generation	defined	by	watching	people	older	than
me	 benefit	 from	 seemingly	 endless	 credit,	 so	 the	 demarcation	 between	 rich
and	poor	was	hard	to	spot.	By	the	time	I	was	twelve,	the	then	Prime	Minister
Tony	Blair	 announced	 that	he	wanted	 to	 see	50	per	 cent	of	young	adults	 in
higher	education	by	the	year	2010.	Going	to	university	was	no	longer	a	clear
indication	of	class.	In	my	generation,	your	first	job	was	likely	to	be	on	a	shop
floor,	 in	catering,	or	 in	a	call	centre.	The	language	of	blue-collar	and	white-
collar	workers	 never	 really	 resonated.	 Post-2008	 recession,	 these	 categories
have	 become	 even	 more	 blurred	 as	 job	 security	 for	 most	 became	 a	 dream
rather	than	a	reality.
Because	 we	 are	 a	 nation	 that	 loves	 to	 think	 of	 itself	 as	 the	 underdog,	 it

wasn’t	surprising	that	a	2016	British	Social	Attitudes	survey	found	that	60	per
cent	of	the	British	public	identifies	as	working	class.	The	most	interesting	part
of	 the	 survey	 was	 that	 47	 per	 cent	 of	 those	 who	 considered	 themselves
working	 class	 were	 actually	 in	 managerial	 and	 professional	 jobs	 –	 hardly
working	 class	 at	 all.	 In	 its	 analysis	 of	 the	 numbers,	 the	 survey	 called	 this
identification	 the	 ‘working	 class	 of	 the	 mind’.	 And	 although	 there	 was	 no
breakdown	 of	 survey	 respondents	 by	 racial	 demographics,	 those	 who
identified	as	working	class	but	were	in	middle-class	jobs	were	more	likely	to
have	anti-immigrant	politics.1	When	people	ask	me	‘what	about	class?’	when
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I	 talk	about	 race,	 I	 can’t	help	but	wonder	 if	 they’re	not	 really	 talking	about
money,	but	instead	a	particular	mindset.
One	of	 the	most	 successful	 and	 vigorous	 studies	 on	 class	 in	 recent	 years

was	 the	 Great	 British	 Class	 Survey,	 commissioned	 by	 the	 BBC.	 Around
160,000	people	took	part.	The	results,	published	in	2013,	revealed	there	were
not	 just	 three	 classes,	 but	 seven.	 The	 elite	 are	 the	 wealthiest	 people	 in	 the
country,	scoring	highest	economically,	socially	and	culturally.	The	established
middle	class	are	the	next	wealthiest.	They	love	culture.	They’re	followed	by
the	 technical	 middle	 class,	 who	 have	money,	 but	 are	 not	 very	 social.	 New
affluent	workers	 score	 middle-wise	 on	 income	 but	 high	 on	 socialising	 and
culture.	They’re	coming	from	working-class	backgrounds,	and	are	less	likely
to	have	gone	to	university.	The	traditional	working	class	are,	on	average,	the
oldest	group.	Emergent	service	workers	lag	behind	them	in	terms	of	financial
security.	Lastly,	there’s	the	precariat	–	the	most	deprived	group.2
Unlike	many	other	 class	 surveys,	 the	BBC’s	collected	 information	on	 the

race	 of	 its	 participants.	 You’ll	 find	 most	 people	 of	 colour	 in	 the	 emergent
service	workers’	group,	making	up	21	per	cent	of	it.	We’re	also	over	twice	as
likely	 to	 be	 found	 in	 the	 emergent	 service	 workers’	 group	 than	 in	 the
traditional	working-class	group.	And	materially,	we	are	actually	poorer.	I	say
‘we’,	because	according	 to	 the	calculator,	 I	am	an	emergent	service	worker,
along	with	19	per	cent	of	the	population.	We	tend	to	be	young,	and	we	live	in
urban	areas.	A	lot	of	us	aren’t	white.	We	have	high	cultural	and	social	capital,
but	 barely	 any	 economic	 capital.	 Our	 income	 averages	 at	 around	 £21,000.
That’s	higher	than	the	traditional	working	class,	who	tend	to	be	living	in	post-
industrial	 areas	 of	 England.	 They	 are	 much	 more	 likely	 to	 own	 their	 own
home,	 and	 have	more	money	 in	 savings	 than	my	 group.	 The	Great	 British
Class	 Survey	 report	 concluded	 that	 emergent	 service	 workers	 –	 arts	 and
humanities	 graduates	 doing	 bar	 work,	 or	 working	 in	 call	 centres	 –	 are	 the
children	 of	 the	 traditional	 working	 class.	My	 guess	 is	 that	 they’re	 also	 the
children	of	immigrants.
This	 information	 suggests	 that	 it’s	 not	 as	 simple	 or	 binary	 as	 choosing

between	race	and	class	when	thinking	about	structural	inequalities.	Not	only
does	 the	 three-tiered	 class	 hierarchy	no	 longer	 really	 exist,	 but	 it	 looks	 like
existing	 race	 inequalities	 are	 compounded	 rather	 than	 erased	 by	 class
inequalities.	 In	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 2015	 summer	 budget,	 analysis	 from	 race
equality	 think	 tank	 the	 Runnymede	 Trust	 found	 that	 4	 million	 black	 and
minority	ethnic	people	would	be	worse	off	as	a	result	of	it,	that	BME	people
were	over-represented	in	areas	hit	by	the	budget,	and	that	race	inequality	will
worsen	over	time	because	of	it.	The	reality	is,	if	you	are	born	not	white	in	this
country,	 you	 probably	 haven’t	 been	 born	 into	 wealth.	 Research	 from	 the
Joseph	Rowntree	Foundation	has	shown	that	black	and	minority	ethnic	people
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are	much	more	likely	to	live	in	income	poverty	than	their	white	counterparts.
At	 the	 time	 of	 their	 research,	 the	 foundation	 found	 that	 just	 20	 per	 cent	 of
white	Brits	were	 living	 in	 income	 poverty,	 in	 drastic	 comparison	 to	 30	 per
cent	 of	 black	 Caribbeans,	 45	 per	 cent	 of	 black	 Africans,	 55	 per	 cent	 of
Pakistanis	 and	 65	 per	 cent	 of	 Bangladeshis.	 The	 report	 also	 found	 that	 a
disturbing	 50	 per	 cent	 of	 black	 and	minority	 ethnic	 children	were	 living	 in
poverty.3
But	that	Joseph	Rowntree	report	was	published	in	2007.	Looking	at	census

data	 provides	 a	 more	 long-term	 analysis	 of	 race	 and	 poverty	 in	 Britain.
Published	 in	 2014,	 analysis	 from	 the	 2011	 census	 focused	 on	 race	 and	 the
labour	market	found	that	black	men	aged	between	16	to	64	have	the	highest
unemployment	rates	in	the	country,	and	that	black	women	are	more	likely	to
be	unemployed	 than	white	women.	When	 it	 comes	 to	 the	 type	of	work	 that
people	 in	 Britain	 are	 doing,	 the	 evidence	 again	 correlates	 along	 race	 lines.
Pakistani,	black	African	and	Bangladeshi	men	are	the	most	likely	to	work	in
low-skilled	 (and	 low-paid)	 jobs.	 According	 to	 the	 census,	 low-skilled	 jobs
include	 admin,	 care	 work,	 sales	 and	 customer	 service,	 and	 operating
machines.	Asian	people	are	concentrated	in	sectors	like	accommodation,	food
and	retail,	whereas	BME	women	are	concentrated	 in	health	and	social	work
(meaning	that	when	these	public	services	face	government	cuts,	black	women
feel	 it	 especially	 hard).	 Pakistani	 and	 Indian	 men	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the
wholesale,	 retail	and	mechanics	sectors.4	These	are	not	exactly	middle-class
jobs.
These	are	the	objective	figures.	They	suggest	that	many	consider	their	class

to	be	about	their	preferred	culture	and	politics,	rather	than	their	relationship	to
assets	and	wealth.	Unlike	race	and	racism,	it	is	generally	accepted	in	Britain
your	class	can	either	positively	or	negatively	affect	your	lot	in	life.	But	race	is
rarely	brought	into	the	analysis.	Instead,	when	we	think	about	inequality,	we
are	 encouraged	 to	 think	 of	 both	 race	 and	 class	 as	 distinct	 and	 separate.
They’re	not.
None	of	this	is	to	say	that	white	people	aren’t	living	in	poverty	in	Britain.

Rather,	 it’s	to	point	out	that	the	working-class	people	in	this	country	are	not
all	white.	In	the	face	of	an	assumption	around	class	that	seems	to	be	hung	up
solely	on	the	purity	of	British	racial	exclusivity,	we	should	ask	ourselves	who
exactly	makes	up	the	working	class.

Never	has	the	conversation	about	class	and	inequality	felt	more	urgent	than	in
the	recent	discussion	about	London’s	housing	crisis	–	on	the	lack	of	available
social	 housing,	 on	 the	 barely	 regulated	 private	 rental	 sector,	 and	 the
increasingly	futile	pursuit	of	home	ownership.	In	the	capital,	 the	invasion	of
luxury	flats	built	for	people	on	extraordinarily	high	incomes	appeared	to	start
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in	 the	 east	 and	quickly	 began	 to	 spread	north.	Construction	was	 alarmingly
swift.	I	spent	half	of	my	childhood	in	Tottenham,	north-east	London.	When	I
go	back	to	visit	friends	and	family,	I	see	the	area	changing.	Walking	down	one
Tottenham	street	on	an	autumn	evening,	I	noticed	that	what	was	once	an	area
of	 demolition	 had	 sprung	 up	 into	 skeletal	 scaffolding.	 The	 grounds	 were
surrounded	with	 boarding,	 and	 the	 boarding	was	 plastered	with	 aspirational
images.	The	words	on	the	boarding	were	in	equal	parts	sinister	as	they	were
inviting.
The	 reading	 really	 depended	 on	who	 caught	 a	 glimpse	 of	 it	 at	 the	 time.

‘Enjoy	a	more	urban	side	to	living	in	the	heart	of	north	London,’	the	lettering
read.	This	was	an	invitation	that	was	not	aimed	towards	people	already	living
in	Tottenham,	but	to	newcomers	–	perhaps	first-time	buyers	desperate	to	get
on	the	property	ladder	with	help	from	the	bank	of	Mum	and	Dad,	or	maybe
buy-to-let	 landlords	 whose	 sole	 aim	 was	 to	 make	 money	 out	 of	 London’s
housing	 crisis.	The	word	 ‘urban’	 here	was	 coded,	 a	 term	 that	 implied	 inner
cities,	poverty	and	dilapidation.	Urban	here,	as	 it	 is	 so	often	used	 (in	music
particularly),	was	code	language	for	‘black	people	live	here’.	The	2011	census
saw	65	per	cent	of	Haringey	residents	report	that	they	were	not	white	British.
I	 was	 suspicious	 of	 the	 sudden	 increase	 of	 Tottenham	 new-builds,	 worried
that	 they	 might	 begin	 to	 usher	 in	 an	 era	 of	 gentrification	 –	 with	 huge
implications	for	the	class	and	racial	make-up	of	the	area.
My	suspicions	weren’t	unfounded.	In	2013,	The	Economist	reported	that	in

the	 neighbouring	London	 borough	 of	Hackney	 between	 the	 years	 2001	 and
2011,	Stoke	Newington’s	white	British	population	jumped	by	15	per	cent	and
Dalston’s	 by	26	per	 cent.5	 Fuelled	 by	 gentrification,	 the	 change	wasn’t	 just
about	race,	but	about	wealth,	affluence	and	mobility.	It	was	also	about	class.
After	 noticing	 the	 first	 ‘urban	 living’	 invitation,	 I	 saw	 similar	 new-build

construction	sites	popping	up	all	over	Tottenham.	In	2015,	barriers	around	the
freshly	 built	Rivers	Apartments	 on	 the	 Spurs	 end	 of	 Tottenham	High	Road
promised	 passers-by	 a	 ‘major	 sport-led	 development	 for	 Tottenham’	 –	 new
homes,	 a	 new	 school	 and	 new	 jobs.	 Fascinated	 by	 the	 race	 and	 class
implications	of	London’s	housing	boom,	I	decided	to	look	into	it	–	and	began
rifling	through	the	council’s	publicly	available	documents.
The	 same	 year,	 Haringey	 Council	 planned	 to	 build	 1,900	 homes	 in

Tottenham	 by	 2018.	 This	 was	 promised	 to	 be	 part	 of	 a	 £131	 million
regeneration	 programme,	 with	 funding	 secured	 from	 the	 city’s	 most	 senior
administrative	 body,	 the	 Greater	 London	 Authority.	 On	 the	 face	 of	 it,	 this
seemed	 like	a	positive	contribution	 to	meeting	 the	high	 level	of	demand	for
housing	in	the	borough	of	Haringey.	In	mid-2015,	its	housing	waiting	list	had
over	 4,500	 people	 looking	 for	 somewhere	 to	 live.	 The	 council	 decided	 that
half	 the	 homes	 built	 would	 be	 affordable,	 two-thirds	 of	 which	 would	 be
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affordable	 rent,	 and	one-third	would	be	 shared	ownership.	As	a	 response	 to
the	housing	crisis,	it	couldn’t	have	been	more	timely.
But	when	I	looked	deeper	into	the	borough’s	regeneration	plans,	I	found	a

different	 picture.	 An	 intriguing	 coalition	 of	 people	 had	 aligned	 to	 question
exactly	 who	 the	 new	 housing	 in	 Tottenham	 would	 benefit,	 and	 they	 made
convincing	claims	about	race,	class,	wealth	and	access.	One	activist	told	me:
‘We’re	 not	 opposed	 to	 regeneration.	 This	 is	 a	 community	 and	 an	 area	 that
needs	 regeneration	 and	 investment	 for	 the	 existing	 residents.’	His	view	was
echoed	 by	 another	 housing	 activist,	 who	 said:	 ‘People	 would	 like	 to	 see
improvements.	But	what	kind	of	improvements,	and	who	for?’
The	question	was	whether	low-income	local	residents	in	most	need	–	who

were	mostly	black	–	would	benefit	from	the	new	housing	at	all.	The	crux	of
criticism	against	Haringey’s	housing	plans	surrounded	the	council’s	decision
to	 ‘place	a	high	priority	on	affordable	home	ownership’.	The	council’s	own
equality	 impact	 assessment	 (EQIA)	of	 its	housing	 strategy	 read:	 ‘There	 is	 a
possibility	that,	over	time,	black	residents	in	Haringey	may	not	benefit	from
the	plans	 to	build	more	homes	 in	 the	borough	through	promoting	affordable
home	 ownership	 in	 east	 Haringey.	 White	 households	 may	 benefit	 more
easily.’	 The	 250	 homes	 available	 at	 affordable	 social	 rent	 that	 Haringey
planned	to	build	by	the	year	2018	accounted	for	just	5	per	cent	of	the	number
of	people	waiting	to	be	homed,	the	EQIA	concluded.	It	was	damning.	But	at
the	 time,	 Haringey	 Council	 argued	 that	 they	 needed	 to	 sell	 some	 homes
privately	 because	 the	 funding	 available	 from	 central	 government	 wasn’t
enough	for	the	whole	project.
To	 truly	 understand	 what	 happened	 here,	 you	 need	 to	 think	 about	 these

housing	plans	in	the	context	of	Tottenham’s	history	of	race	and	class.	In	2015
the	 average	Haringey	 resident	 earned	 around	 £24,000	 a	 year.	That	 figure	 is
above	 the	national	average	of	£22,044,	but	below	 the	 inner-London	average
salary	of	£34,473.	However,	Haringey’s	average	earnings	were	skewed	by	the
vast	income	inequalities	in	the	borough.
The	council	calls	this	the	‘east–west	divide’.	In	east	Haringey’s	Tottenham

Hale,	where	the	new	housing	was	proposed,	 the	highest	amount	of	residents
work	in	jobs	like	sales	and	services,	cleaning,	delivering	goods,	collecting	the
bins.	 That’s	 in	 comparison	 to	 23.9	 per	 cent	 of	Haringey’s	 overall	 residents
working	 in	 professional	 occupations.	 This	 is	 a	 clear	 class	 divide.	 Home
ownership	 is	 high	 in	 the	 affluent	west	 of	 the	borough	–	 areas	 like	Muswell
Hill,	Crouch	End	and	Highgate	–	while	residents	in	the	east	of	the	borough	–
areas	like	Seven	Sisters,	White	Hart	Lane	and	Tottenham	Hale	–	live	mostly
in	 social	 housing.	 Similarly,	 high	 salaries	 can	 be	 found	 in	 west	 Haringey,
while	low	pay	is	found	in	east	Haringey.	These	fault	lines	are	compounded	by
race,	 with	 white	 people	 disproportionately	 represented	 in	 the	 west	 of	 the
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borough,	 and	black	people	disproportionately	 represented	 in	 the	 east.	 In	 the
west	Haringey	wards	of	Muswell	Hill,	Crouch	End	and	Highgate,	more	than
80	 per	 cent	 of	 residents	 are	white,	 in	 comparison	 to	 around	 40	 per	 cent	 of
residents	in	the	east	Haringey	wards	of	Northumberland	Park	and	Tottenham
Hale.
A	 report	 from	 the	Runnymede	Trust	 and	Manchester	University	 declared

Haringey	 one	 of	 the	 most	 unequal	 places	 in	 England	 and	 Wales.6	 And
according	 to	 the	 council’s	 equalities	 impact	 assessment	 on	 its	 own	 housing
strategy,	 it	 is	 single	 mothers	 in	 the	 borough	 who	 are	 most	 likely	 to	 be
homeless.	The	numbers	of	single	mothers	registering	as	homeless	in	2015	was
increasing.	 It	was	 fair	 to	conclude	 that	 it	was	women	–	almost	certainly	 the
majority	 black,	 almost	 certainly	 mothers	 –	 who	 were	 being	 pushed	 into
precarious	living	situations.	Their	council	responded	by	ignoring	their	needs
in	its	housing	plans.
In	March	 of	 2015,	 dissent	 at	 the	 council’s	 regeneration	 plans	 had	 spilled

over	 into	 local	 government.	 The	 general	 committee	 of	 Tottenham
Constituency	 Labour	 Party,	 an	 organisation	 of	 local	 party	 members,
unanimously	 passed	 an	 emergency	 resolution	 noting	 its	 concern	 that	 the
council’s	 housing	 plans	 had	 ‘placed	 the	 onus	 on	 black	 residents	 to	 increase
their	income	to	be	able	to	afford	the	new	homes	on	offer,	and	not	required	or
considered	what	the	council	should	be	doing	to	enable	equality	of	opportunity
and	eliminate	discrimination’.	The	resolution	wasn’t	the	policy	of	Tottenham
CLP’s	councillors,	but	it	did	an	effective	job	of	displaying	the	general	feeling
of	discontent.
When	 I	 pressed	 Haringey	 Council	 for	 an	 explanation	 on	 the	 racially

exclusive	 nature	 of	 the	 housing	 plans,	Alan	 Strickland,	Haringey	Council’s
cabinet	 member	 for	 housing	 and	 regeneration,	 told	 me:	 ‘Where	 people	 are
struggling	to	access	different	types	of	homes	because	of	their	incomes,	clearly
what	has	to	be	done	is	address	their	incomes.	That	must	come	through	skills
and	 jobs	and	 training	and	employment.	Through	our	economic	development
and	 jobs	work,	we	want	 to	make	 absolutely	 sure	 that	we’re	 improving	 life
chances	 so	 that	 everybody	 can	 access	 these	 new	 homes.’	 It	 seemed	 like	 an
unrealistically	 ambitious	 cop-out	 answer	 in	 the	 context	 of	 systematic	 racial
economic	disadvantage.	If	we	were	yet	to	solve	the	problem	nationally,	how
on	 earth	was	 one	 council	 going	 to	 achieve	 it?	But	 they’ve	 pressed	 on	with
their	plans.	In	mid-2016,	a	source	close	to	Haringey	Council	told	me	that	they
had	no	 intention	 to	make	a	U-turn,	despite	 the	solid	evidence	 that	 the	plans
could	lead	to	black	racial	displacement.
This	 is	 just	 one	 borough	 in	 one	 city.	But	 it’s	 a	 clear	 example	 of	 how,	 in

Britain,	 race	and	class	 are	 intertwined.	 In	 this	 case,	building	housing	out	of
reach	 for	 working-class	 people	 meant	 that	 it	 was	 out	 of	 reach	 for	 black

107



people.

We	 should	 be	 rethinking	 the	 image	 we	 conjure	 up	 when	 we	 think	 of	 a
working-class	person.	Instead	of	a	white	man	in	a	flat	cap,	it’s	a	black	woman
pushing	a	pram.	It’s	worth	questioning	exactly	who	wins	from	the	suggestion
that	 the	 only	working-class	 people	worth	 our	 compassion	 are	white,	 or	 that
it’s	black	and	ethnic	minority	people	who	are	hoarding	scant	resources	at	the
expense	of	white	working-class	people	who	are	losing	out.
A	 seemingly	 innocuous	 phrase	 has	 become	 naturalised	 in	British	 politics

over	the	last	decade.	The	phrase	‘white	working	class’	is	supposed	to	describe
a	group	of	disadvantaged	and	under-represented	people	in	Britain.	When	she
threw	 her	 hat	 in	 the	 ring	 for	 the	 2015	 Labour	 Party	 leadership	 contest,
Leicester	 West’s	 MP	 Liz	 Kendall	 explicitly	 let	 it	 be	 known	 that	 she	 was
interested	in	supporting	white	working-class	children.	Setting	out	her	stall	for
the	leadership	bid	in	a	meeting	with	journalists,	she	said	she	wanted	Labour	to
‘be	 doing	 the	 best	 for	 kids,	 particularly	 in	 white,	 working-class
communities’.7	It	wasn’t	just	class	discrimination	that	was	holding	these	kids
back,	she	seemed	to	suggest.	It	was	their	whiteness.
And	 when	 the	 BBC	 announced	 plans	 to	 increase	 the	 representation	 of

people	of	colour	in	their	ranks	in	an	attempt	to	tackle	the	over-representation
of	whiteness	 on-	 and	 off-screen,	Conservative	 politician	 Philip	Davies	 took
great	umbrage	with	the	decision.	Mr	Davies	was	so	outraged	that	he	opted	to
take	 on	 Tony	 Hall,	 the	 BBC’s	 Director-General.	 Confronting	Mr	 Hall	 in	 a
House	of	Commons	culture,	media	and	sport	select	committee	session,	Davies
said,	‘If	I	have	a	white,	working-class	constituent	who	wants	that	opportunity
.	.	.	why	should	they	be	deprived	because	you’ve	set	these	politically	correct
targets?’8	 Again,	 the	 implication	 was	 that	 race	 and	 class	 are	 two	 separate
disadvantages	that	are	in	direct	competition	with	each	other.	The	phrase	white
working	class	plays	into	the	rhetoric	of	the	far	right.	Affixing	the	word	‘white’
to	 the	 phrase	 ‘working	 class’	 suggests	 that	 these	 people	 face	 structural
disadvantage	 because	 they	 are	white,	 rather	 than	 because	 they	 are	working
class.	These	are	newly	regurgitated	old	fears	of	white	victimhood,	fears	 that
suggest	 that	 the	 real	 recipients	 of	 racism	 are	 white	 people,	 and	 that	 this
reverse	 racism	 happens	 because	 of	 the	 unfair	 ‘special	 treatment’	 that	 black
people	receive.	When	Philip	Davies	MP	intervened	against	positive	action	at
the	 BBC,	 he	 seemed	 to	 interpret	 the	 work	 as	 an	 attack	 on	 his	 white	 and
working-class	 constituents	 rather	 than	 a	 challenge	 to	 the	 BBC’s	 white	 and
middle-class	managers	and	executives.
And	so	we	find	ourselves	focusing	on	imaginary	reverse	racism,	rather	than

legitimate	 class	 prejudice.	 It	 is	 extraordinary	 to	 see	 how	 Nick	 Griffin’s
rhetoric	about	an	embattled	white	working	class	has	been	subsumed	into	the
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mainstream	less	than	a	decade	since	his	political	peak.	The	class	privilege	of
middle-	and	upper-class	people	in	Britain	is	not	challenged	when	we	focus	on
the	 plight	 of	 the	 white	 working	 classes.	 Instead,	 it	 shifts	 the	 focus	 of	 the
problem	on	 to	black	and	brown	people.	The	 immigrants.	There	 is	a	scarcity
mentality.	 ‘There	are	many	people	who	feel	 that	 the	pace	of	change	 in	 their
communities	 has	 been	 too	 fast,	 and	 that	 the	 government	 has	 not	 properly
resourced	 those	 particular	 areas	 to	 respond	 to	 that	 change,’	 said	 Baroness
Sayeeda	Warsi	in	a	2009	episode	of	BBC	Question	Time.	At	the	time,	she	was
the	 Conservatives’	 shadow	 minister	 for	 community	 cohesion	 and	 social
action.	 ‘This	 is	 not	 a	 race	 debate,’	 she	 continued.	 ‘This	 is	 a	 debate	 about
resources.’
Although	 Baroness	 Warsi	 somewhat	 optimistically	 sought	 to	 change	 the

terms	 of	 the	 debate,	 the	 resentment	 has	 never	 stopped	 being	 targeted	 at
immigrants.	This	 feeling	of	 scarcity	has	been	 fuelled	by	government	policy.
Policies	like	right	to	buy,	which	gave	council-	house	tenants	the	option	to	buy
the	property	they	were	living	in	with	a	big	discount	in	the	1980s,	reduced	the
amount	of	Britain’s	social-housing	stock.	Even	now,	councils	are	struggling	to
replace	 property	 sold.	 Information	 tracking	 sales	 between	 2015	 and	 2016
showed	 that	 for	 the	12,246	council	homes	 sold	 to	 tenants	 in	England	under
right	to	buy,	just	2,055	replacements	began	to	be	built.9	This	is	a	consequence
of	government	direction,	not	grasping	immigrants	hoarding	housing.
The	 answer	 to	 ending	 British	 people	 living	 in	 poverty	 and	 precarious

housing	will	not	be	found	in	ending	immigration.	There	isn’t	any	evidence	to
suggest	that	if	‘my	kind’	all	‘go	back	to	where	we	came	from’	life	would	get
any	better	 or	 easier	 for	 poor	white	 people.	The	 same	 systems	 and	 practices
that	lead	to	class	hierarchy	would	still	stand.
We	must	ask	why	politicians	only	ever	approach	class	and	poverty	 issues

when	it	is	in	relation	to	whiteness.	When	race	isn’t	mentioned,	working-class
people	aren’t	considered	deserving	of	 targeted	policies	at	all.	 In	 fact,	before
all	 of	 this	 white	 working-class	 talk,	 class	 was	 a	 political	 taboo.	 When
Margaret	Thatcher	said	 in	1987	 that	 there	was	no	such	 thing	as	society,	 she
solidified	a	national	feeling	that	 it	was	individual	ambition	alone	that	would
allow	a	person	 to	get	 on	 in	 life.	Although	we	 as	 a	 country	 are	 all	 obsessed
with	class,	we	had	deluded	ourselves	 for	a	 long	 time	 that	 it	didn’t	matter	at
all.
But	now,	I	worry	that	we’ve	too	eagerly	accepted	the	far	right’s	agenda	of

decent	 hard-working	white	British	 people	 being	 besieged	 by	 immigrants.	A
2014	 report	 from	market	 research	 company	 Ipsos	MORI	 found	 that	 British
people	thought	the	foreign-born	population	of	the	country	was	31	per	cent,	as
opposed	to	the	actual	number	of	13	per	cent.10	The	same	report	found	that	the
higher	 your	 income,	 the	more	 likely	 you	 are	 to	 think	 that	 immigrants	 are	 a
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drain	on	public	 services.	Things	have	switched	 from	berating	working-class
people	for	daring	to	exist,	to	extending	a	hand	of	help	to	them	as	long	as	it’s
in	opposition	to	those	grasping	ethnic	minorities.	Sticking	‘white’	in	front	of
the	phrase	working	class	 is	used	 to	make	assumptions	about	 race,	work	and
poverty	that	compounds	the	currency-like	power	of	whiteness.
When	it	comes	to	talking	about	race,	diversity,	or	even	the	faintest	liberally

minded	 hint	 of	 inclusion,	 self-interested	white	middle-class	 people	 seem	 to
find	 a	 renewed	 interest	 in	 the	 advancement	 of	 their	 white	 working-class
counterparts.	In	the	hands	of	 the	have-it-alls,	 the	class	and	race	of	the	have-
nots	 are	 pitted	 against	 each	 other.	 This	myth	 of	 grabby	 immigrants	 angling
themselves	to	snatch	opportunities	from	white	working-class	people	couldn’t
be	further	from	the	truth.	A	report	from	The	Economist,	combing	through	data
from	the	Office	of	National	Statistics,	found	that	some	of	the	richest	in	Britain
benefit	 from	 services	 like	 public	 transport	 and	 the	 NHS	 at	 a	 significant
advantage	 than	 their	 poorer	 counterparts,11	 proving	 that	 those	 with	 wealth
already	 do	 a	 very	 good	 job	 of	 hogging	 resources.	 The	 myth	 of	 grabby
immigrants	does,	however,	work	 to	serve	a	particular	agenda.	These	are	 the
interests	of	those	who	are	invested	in	preserving	the	current	order	of	things.

This	is	a	classic	(and	very	successful)	case	of	divide	and	rule.	It	feels	like	a
cliché	to	say,	but	if	anyone	feeling	resentful	about	their	immigrant	neighbours
took	the	time	to	talk	to	them	and	find	out	a	bit	about	their	lives,	they	would
almost	certainly	find	that	these	people	do	not	have	everything	handed	to	them
on	a	plate,	but	 instead	are	 living	 in	poor,	 cramped	conditions,	 likely	having
left	even	worse	conditions	from	wherever	they’ve	moved	from.
Years	before	this	country	had	a	significant	black	and	immigrant	presence,

there	was	an	entrenched	class	hierarchy.	The	people	who	maintain	these	class
divisions	didn’t	care	about	those	on	the	bottom	rung	then,	and	they	don’t	care
now.	But	immigration	blamers	encourage	you	to	point	to	your	neighbour	and
convince	 yourself	 that	 they	 are	 the	 problem,	 rather	 than	 question	 where
wealth	 is	 concentrated	 in	 this	 country,	 and	 exactly	 why	 resources	 are	 so
scarce.	And	 the	people	who	push	 this	 rhetoric	couldn’t	care	 less	either	way,
just	as	long	as	you’re	not	pointing	the	finger	at	them.	It	isn’t	right	to	suggest
that	 every	 win	 for	 race	 equality	 results	 in	 a	 loss	 for	 white	 working-class
people.	 When	 socially	 mobile	 black	 people	 manage	 to	 penetrate	 white-
dominated	 spheres,	 they	 often	 try	 to	 put	 provisions	 in	 place	 (like	 diversity
schemes)	 to	 bring	 others	 up	with	 them.	And	 they’re	 just	more	 visible	 than
white	 people.	 I	 see	 class-based	 outcry	 about	 efforts	 to	 boost	 black
representation	from	people	who	are	in	the	position	to	bring	up	their	working-
class	counterparts	if	they	wanted	to.	For	some	reason,	they	choose	not	to,	yet
are	quick	to	block	other	kinds	of	progress.
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So	although	class	and	 race	are	 inextricably	connected,	 for	people	of	 colour,
moving	 or	 changing	 class	 can	 be	 a	 tantalising	 prospect.	 Children	 of
immigrants	are	often	assured	by	well-meaning	parents	that	educational	access
to	the	middle	classes	can	absolve	them	from	racism.	We	are	told	to	work	hard,
go	to	a	good	university,	and	get	a	good	job.
We	can’t	berate	our	parents	for	wanting	us	to	have	a	better	life	and	better

chances	 than	 they	 did.	 But	 after	 I	 graduated,	 I	 quickly	 realised	 that	 social
mobility	was	 not	 going	 to	 save	me.	My	 suspicions	were	 backed	 up	 by	 the
statistics.	When	the	Trades	Union	Congress	looked	at	data	from	the	Office	for
National	 Statistics	 Labour	 Force	 Survey,	 they	 found	 that	 black	 employees
were	 dealing	 with	 a	 growing	 pay	 gap	 in	 comparison	 to	 their	 white
counterparts,	 and	 that	 this	 pay	 gap	 actually	 widened	 with	 higher
qualifications.	Black	people	with	 education	up	 to	GSCE	 level	were	paid	11
per	cent	less.	Black	people	with	A-levels	saw	an	average	of	14	per	cent	less
pay,	and	university-educated	black	graduates	saw	a	gap	of,	on	average,	23	per
cent	 less	 pay	 than	 their	white	 peers.12	 A	 cap,	 gown	 and	 degree	 scroll	 does
nothing	to	shield	black	graduates	from	discrimination.
The	children	of	immigrants	have	quietly	assimilated	to	demands	of	colour-

blindness,	 doing	 away	with	 any	 evidence	 of	 our	 culture	 and	 heritage	 in	 an
effort	 to	 fit	 in.	 We’ve	 listened	 to	 our	 socially	 conservative	 parents,	 and
educated	ourselves	up	to	our	eyeballs.	We’ve	kept	our	gripes	to	ourselves,	and
changed	 our	 appearance,	 names,	 accents	 and	 dress	 in	 order	 to	 fit	 the	 status
quo.	 We	 have	 bitten	 our	 tongues,	 exercised	 safe	 judgement,	 and	 tiptoed
around	white	feelings	in	an	effort	to	not	rock	the	boat.	We’ve	been	tolerant	up
to	 the	 point	 of	 not	 even	mentioning	 race,	 lest	we’re	 accused	 of	 playing	 the
race	 card.	 Forget	 politician-speak	 about	 Britain	 being	 a	 tolerant	 country.
Being	 constantly	 looked	 at	 like	 an	 alien	 in	 the	 country	 you	 were	 born	 in
requires	true	tolerance.
I	 don’t	 think	 that	 any	 amount	 of	 class	 privilege,	money	or	 education	 can

shield	 you	 from	 racism.	 And	 although	 I	 don’t	 begrudge	 kids	 from	 poor
backgrounds	getting	the	education	or	training	they	desire	and	following	their
dreams	(in	fact,	I	actively	encourage	it),	I	want	them	to	know	that	this	alone	is
not	going	 to	end	 racism,	because	 the	onus	 isn’t	on	 them	 to	change	people’s
minds	with	sharp	suits,	slick	hair	and	FTSE100	companies.
Moving	 class	 requires	 a	 modicum	 of	 success,	 and	 if	 you’re	 not	 white,

success	 is	 a	 double-edged	 sword.	 Even	 if	 you	 work	 really	 hard	 and	 find
yourself	at	the	top	of	your	game,	there	will	be	a	debate	about	whether	this	has
happened	 because	 of	 your	 race,	 or	 despite	 it.	When	 a	 woman	 who	 wasn’t
white	 –	 poet	 Sarah	 Howe	 –	 won	 the	 £20,000	 TS	 Eliot	 Prize	 for	 poetry,
satirical	 magazine	 Private	 Eye	 questioned	 her	 success,	 writing:	 ‘as	 a
successful	and	very	“presentable”	young	woman	with	a	dual	Anglo–Chinese
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heritage,	Howe	can	be	seen	as	a	more	acceptable	ambassador	for	poetry	than
the	distinguished	grumpy	old	men	she	saw	off.’13	The	suggestion	couldn’t	be
clearer:	it	was	an	implication	that	her	success	was	no	more	than	a	box-ticking
exercise.	There	is	a	suspicion	laid	at	the	feet	of	people	who	aren’t	white	who
succeed	outside	of	 their	designated	 fields	 (for	black	people,	 those	 fields	are
singing	and	sport).	And	if	you	are	a	young	woman,	some	will	think	that	you
have	only	become	successful	because	an	imagined	male	superior	is	interested
in	having	sex	with	you.	The	reason	why	you	have	made	it	is	never	assumed	to
be	 a	 result	 of	 your	 hard	work,	will	 or	 determination.	 There’s	 nothing	more
threatening	to	some	than	the	redistribution	of	cultural	capital.

Complicating	 the	 idea	 that	 race	 and	 class	 are	 distinctly	 separate	 rather	 than
intertwined	will	be	hard	work.	It	involves	piercing	a	million	thought	bubbles
currently	 dominating	 conversations	 about	 class	 in	 this	 country.	 It	 means
irritating	politicians	and	commentators,	 and	 it	means	calling	 their	 story	of	a
white	 working	 class	 besieged	 by	 selfish	 and	 ungrateful	 immigrants	 exactly
what	 they	are	–	hate-mongering	nonsense.	Divide	and	 rule	 serves	no	useful
purpose	 in	 the	 politics	 of	 class	 solidarity,	 neither	 does	 it	 work	 particularly
well	in	lifting	people	out	of	poverty.	We	know	that	targeted	policies	aimed	at
eradicating	 class	 inequalities	 will	 also	 go	 some	 way	 in	 challenging	 race
inequalities,	because	so	many	black	households	are	low	income.	But	we	can’t
be	naive	enough	 to	believe	 that	 those	 in	power	are	 in	any	way	 interested	 in
piercing	 their	power	for	 the	sake	of	a	 fairer	society.	And	although	working-
class	white	and	BME	people	have	lots	in	common,	we	need	to	remember	that
although	the	experiences	are	very	similar,	they	are	also	very	different.
Although	some	deal	with	class	prejudice,	others	deal	with	racialised	class

prejudice.	 It’s	 that	 complexity	 that	needs	 to	be	navigated	 successfully	 if	we
ever	want	an	accurate	understanding	of	what	it	means	to	be	working	class	in
Britain	today.
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THERE’S	NO	JUSTICE,	THERE’S	JUST	US

‘When	do	you	think	we’ll	get	to	an	end	point?’
I’m	 at	 a	 sixth-form	 college	 in	 south	 London,	 talking	 to	 a	 large	 group	 of

teenagers	about	racism	in	Britain.	The	question	is	put	to	me	by	a	seventeen-
year-old	girl.	She’s	echoed	on	this	point	by	her	teacher.	They’re	both	white.
‘There	 is	no	end	point	 in	 sight,’	 I	 reply.	 ‘You	can’t	 skip	 to	 the	 resolution

without	having	the	difficult,	messy	conversation	first.	We’re	still	 in	the	hard
bit.’
After	my	talk,	a	group	of	black	teenagers	crowd	around	me	outside,	talking

excitedly.	‘I	think	the	people	who	want	to	skip	to	an	end	point	are	the	ones	not
really	affected	by	the	issues,’	says	one	girl.	I’m	impressed	by	her	insight.
When	Barack	Obama	was	elected	President	of	the	United	States,	everyone

was	 quick	 to	 crow	 that	 we	 were	 now	 living	 in	 a	 post-racial	 society.	 But
proclaiming	post-racial	success	was	a	way	to	bury	any	discussion	of	racism	–
to	 insist	 that	 we	 had	 actually	 pressed	 fast	 forward,	 and	 everything	 was	 ok
now.	That	there	was	no	need	to	complain.	‘End	point’	is	the	new	‘post	racial’.
The	narrative	has	 changed	ever	 so	 slightly.	 ‘Post	 racial’	 only	 acknowledged
racism	of	the	past,	and	insisted	that	the	present	was	an	anti-racist	utopia.	‘End
point’	accepts	 the	 racism	of	 the	present,	but	doesn’t	want	 to	dwell	on	 it	 too
much,	instead	hoping	that	the	post-racist	utopia	is	just	around	the	corner.	Both
are	very	reluctant	to	talk	about	racism.
I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 disappoint	 that	 class	 of	 sixth-formers,	 but	 there	 was	 no

happy	ending	to	my	speech.	Britain’s	relationship	with	race	and	racism	isn’t	a
neat	narrative	with	a	feel-good	resolution.	Change	is	incremental,	and	racism
will	exist	long	after	I	die.	But	if	you’re	committed	to	anti-racism,	you’re	in	it
for	the	long	haul.	It	will	be	difficult.	Getting	to	the	end	point	will	require	you
to	be	uncomfortable.

In	my	original	blog	post	of	2014,	I	spoke	about	a	communication	gap	that	was
so	frustrating	that	it	pushed	me	away	from	talking	to	white	people	about	race.
I	 still	 think	 there	 is	 a	 communication	gap,	 and	 I’m	not	 sure	 if	we	will	 ever
overcome	 it.	 Even	 now,	when	 I	 talk	 about	 racism,	 the	 response	 from	white
people	 is	 to	 shift	 the	 focus	 away	 from	 their	 complicity	 and	 on	 to	 a
conversation	 about	 what	 it	 means	 to	 be	 black,	 and	 about	 ‘black	 identity’.
They	might	hand-wring	about	what	they	call	‘identity	politics’	–	a	term	now
used	 by	 the	 powerful	 to	 describe	 the	 resistance	 of	 the	 structurally
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disadvantaged.	But	 they	won’t	 properly	 engage	 in	 the	 conversation,	 instead
complaining	that	people	mustn’t	divide	themselves	off	into	small	groups,	and
that	we’re	all	one	race,	‘the	human	race’.	Discussing	racism	is	not	 the	same
thing	 as	 discussing	 ‘black	 identity’.	 Discussing	 racism	 is	 about	 discussing
white	 identity.	 It’s	about	white	anxiety.	 It’s	about	asking	why	whiteness	has
this	reflexive	need	to	define	itself	against	immigrant	bogey	monsters	in	order
to	 feel	comfortable,	 safe	and	secure.	Why	am	I	saying	one	 thing,	and	white
people	are	hearing	something	completely	different?

Often	white	people	ask	me,	very	earnestly,	what	I	think	they	should	do	to	help
end	 racism.	 Anti-racist	 work	 –	 the	 logistics,	 the	 strategy,	 the	 organising	 –
needs	to	be	led	by	the	people	at	the	sharp	end	of	injustice.	But	I	also	believe
that	white	people	who	recognise	racism	have	an	incredibly	important	part	to
play.	That	part	can’t	be	played	while	wallowing	in	guilt.	White	support	looks
like	financial	or	administrative	assistance	to	the	groups	doing	vital	work.	Or
intervening	when	you	are	needed	 in	bystander	situations.	Support	 looks	 like
white	advocacy	for	anti-racist	causes	 in	all-white	spaces.	White	people,	you
need	to	talk	to	other	white	people	about	race.	Yes,	you	may	be	written	off	as	a
radical,	but	you	have	much	less	to	lose.
Talk	to	other	white	people	who	trust	you.	Talk	to	white	people	in	the	areas

of	your	life	where	you	have	influence.	If	you	feel	burdened	by	your	unearned
privilege,	try	to	use	it	for	something,	and	use	it	where	it	counts.	But	don’t	be
anti-racist	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 an	 audience.	 Being	 white	 and	 anti-racist	 in	 your
private	 or	 professional	 life,	 where	 there’s	 very	 little	 praise	 to	 be	 found,	 is
much	more	difficult,	but	ultimately	more	meaningful.	When	Jeremy	Corbyn
MP	 was	 elected	 leader	 of	 the	 Labour	 Party	 in	 2015,	 it	 upset	 many	 in	 the
political	 establishment	 who	 felt	 his	 politics	 were	 far	 too	 extreme.	 As	 he
announced	 his	 first	 shadow	 cabinet,	 political	 commentators	 suddenly	 found
themselves	 concerned	 with	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 top	 jobs	 –	 shadow	 foreign
secretary,	shadow	chancellor	and	shadow	home	secretary	–	had	gone	to	white
men.	A	Telegraph	column	on	the	topic	began:	‘The	Labour	leader	is	a	white
man.	His	deputy	leader	is	a	white	man.	His	shadow	chancellor	is	a	white	man.
His	shadow	foreign	secretary	is	a	white	man.	His	shadow	home	secretary	is	a
white	man.	Welcome	to	the	new	politics.’1
This	sudden	interest	in	the	unbearable	whiteness	of	politics	seemed	utterly

disingenuous	to	me.	This	was	an	example	of	how	the	language	of	 liberation
causes	can	be	used	for	political	football.	When	these	political	commentators
discovered	 anti-racism	 solely	 to	 oppose	 Jeremy	 Corbyn,	 there	 was	 no	 real
interest	 in	 disrupting	 the	 overwhelmingly	 white	 political	 landscape.	 There
was	 no	 interest	 shown	 in	 unpacking	 the	 race	 and	 class	 standards	 that
marginalise	people	of	colour	in	the	political	professions.	It	was	anti-racism	for
the	show	of	it.
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And	 online,	 the	 performative	 nature	 of	 social	media	 anti-racism	 couldn’t
have	been	more	apparent	than	in	the	wake	of	the	Paris	terror	attacks.	In	mid-
November	2015,	 suicide	bombers	detonated	 their	explosive	vests	 in	densely
populated	areas	of	Paris,	while	gunmen	walked	into	two	restaurants,	a	bar	and
the	Bataclan	Concert	Hall,	injuring	hundreds	and	leaving	130	people	dead.
The	 Paris	 attacks	 saw	 an	 outpouring	 of	 grief	 on	 social	media.	 Facebook

designed	a	specific	statement	for	its	users	in	Paris	to	mark	themselves	as	safe
from	danger.	The	outpouring	of	grief	led	some	to	ask	not	just	Facebook,	but
also	their	peers,	why	they	grieved	for	some,	yet	not	for	others.	The	answers
invariably	 led	 to	 factors	 like	 race,	 development	 and	 location	–	 to	who	does
and	who	doesn’t	make	a	‘relatable’	victim	of	terror.	And	then	something	very
peculiar	happened.	As	the	rolling	coverage	of	the	Paris	attacks	continued	on
traditional	 news	 media,	 the	 seven-month-old	 story	 of	 terrorist	 attacks	 on
Kenya’s	Garissa	University	was	being	shared	all	over	Facebook	and	Twitter.
Two	days	after	the	Paris	attacks,	the	Garissa	University	attack	had	become	the
most	read	on	the	BBC	news	website.	The	news	organisation’s	trending	team
reported,	 ‘About	 three-quarters	 of	 the	 hits	 on	 the	 story	 came	 from	 social
media,	rather	than	from	the	front	page	of	the	BBC	news	website.’	The	report
on	 the	 phenomenon	 continued,	 ‘Around	 half	 of	 the	 hits	 on	 the	 story	 came
from	North	America,	with	 another	 quarter	 from	 the	UK.	 In	 total,	 the	 story
attracted	more	than	10	million	page	views	over	two	days	–	or	about	four	times
as	many	as	it	did	when	the	attack	actually	happened	in	April.’2
Here,	 it	 seemed,	was	 a	warped	 attempt	 at	 solidarity	with	Kenyan	people,

clumsily	wielded	to	make	a	point	about	empathy,	race	and	sympathy	after	the
Paris	attacks.	It	was	telling	the	BBC	trending	team	noted	that	when	the	attack
happened	 in	 April	 of	 that	 year,	 the	 reception	 of	 social	 media	 was	 utterly
lacklustre.	The	 resurfacing	 of	 this	 story	 in	 order	 to	 elicit	 grief	 –	 or	 to	 guilt
others	who	were	already	grieving	–	in	order	to	make	a	point,	was	nothing	but
shallow,	 performative	 anti-racism.	 To	 put	 it	 bluntly,	 Kenyans	 needed	 that
solidarity,	 and	 those	 social-media	 shares,	back	 in	April.	They	didn’t	need	 it
seven	 months	 later,	 in	 November,	 as	 an	 act	 of	 self-important	 ‘proof’	 that
people	 in	 the	 UK	 and	 US	 cared	 deeply	 about	 black	 and	 brown	 countries
affected	 by	 terrorism	 in	 light	 of	 press	 coverage	 of	 the	 Paris	 attacks.	 The
events	in	Kenya	were	cynically	used	so	that	people	in	the	UK	and	US	could
prove	 to	 themselves	and	 to	 their	 friends	 that	 they	were	socially	aware.	That
they	were	one	of	the	good	ones.	That	they	believed	that	black	lives	matter.
Solidarity	is	nothing	but	self-satisfying	if	it	is	solely	performative.	A	safety

pin	 stuck	 to	 your	 lapel	 after	 a	 referendum	 about	 the	 EU	 that	 turned	 into	 a
referendum	 on	 immigration	 is	 symbolic,	 but	 it	 won’t	 stop	 someone	 from
getting	deported.	We	really	need	 to	be	honest	with	ourselves,	and	 recognise
our	own	inherent	biases,	before	we	think	about	performing	anti-racism	for	an
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audience.

The	 perverse	 thing	 about	 our	 current	 racial	 structure	 is	 that	 it	 has	 always
fallen	 on	 the	 shoulders	 of	 those	 at	 the	 bottom	 to	 change	 it.	Yet	 racism	 is	 a
white	 problem.	 It	 reveals	 the	 anxieties,	 hypocrisies	 and	double	 standards	of
whiteness.	It	is	a	problem	in	the	psyche	of	whiteness	that	white	people	must
take	responsibility	to	solve.	You	can	only	do	so	much	from	the	outside.
After	I	declared	that	I	no	longer	wanted	to	talk	to	white	people	about	race

in	 2014,	 I	 noticed	 a	 sudden	 upswing	 in	 people,	 white	 and	 otherwise,	 who
wanted	 to	hear	me	talk	about	race.	Everyone	wanted	 to	know	what	I	had	 to
say	once	 I	 had	 said	what	 I’d	 always	been	discouraged	 from	 saying.	 Setting
my	boundaries	had	given	me	a	renewed	permission	to	speak.
One	 thing	 is	 consistently	 clear	 to	 me:	 writing	 about	 race	 taps	 into	 a

desperate	thirst	for	discussion	from	those	who	are	affected	by	the	issues.	In	a
way,	I	can	understand	that	desperation,	that	feeling	of	thirst.	It’s	why	I	started
writing.	 I	 got	 into	 political	 commentary	 because	 I	 wanted	 to	 change	 that
consensus,	to	widen	the	narrow	confines	of	political	ideas	that	were	deemed
acceptable.	But	over	the	years	I	have	realised	both	the	necessity	and	futility	of
this	 job.	Attempting	 to	 challenge	 the	 racism	 deemed	 acceptable	 in	 political
discussion	is	tacitly	tolerated,	but	making	white	people	feel	uncomfortable	is
impermissible.
If	 you	 keep	 up	with	 news	 and	 current	 affairs,	 you’ll	 find	 that	 every	 day

there’s	a	new	reason	to	 justify	no	 longer	 talking	 to	white	people	about	race.
There	 is	 so	 much	 injustice,	 and	 there	 are	 so	 many	 reasons	 to	 keep	 your
despair	about	it	to	yourself.	You	might	see	it,	but	you	won’t	dare	speak	it,	for
fear	of	social	sanctions.	Since	I	wrote	a	blog	post	declaring	that	I	no	longer
wanted	to	talk	to	white	people	about	race,	I	have	come	to	realise	that	I’m	not
alone	in	my	despair.	I	have	come	to	realise	that	there	are	thousands	fighting
this	battle	every	day.	People	who	want	to	dismantle	racism	don’t	need	to	be
persuaded	or	cajoled.
I	know	that,	at	first,	talking	about	race	is	uncomfortable,	because	too	many

white	people	are	angry	and	in	denial.	And	I	understand	that	after	white	people
begin	to	get	it,	it’s	even	more	uncomfortable	for	them	to	think	about	how	their
whiteness	 has	 silently	 aided	 them	 in	 life.	 A	 lifetime	 learning	 to	 empathise
with	white	people’s	stories	means	 that	 I	get	 it.	But	I	don’t	want	white	guilt.
Neither	 do	 I	 want	 to	 see	 white	 people	 wasting	 precious	 time	 profusely
apologising	 rather	 than	 actively	 doing	 things.	 No	 useful	 movements	 for
change	have	ever	sprung	out	of	fervent	guilt.
Instead,	 get	 angry.	Anger	 is	 useful.	Use	 it	 for	 good.	Support	 those	 in	 the

struggle,	 rather	 than	spending	 too	much	 time	pitying	yourself.	Unlike	white
people,	people	of	colour	don’t	often	ask	me	for	advice	on	what	I	 think	 they
should	do	to	fight	racism.	Instead,	they	ask	me	if	I	have	any	good	strategies
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for	 coping.	 I	 don’t	 have	 any	 magic	 formulas,	 but	 I’m	 a	 big	 advocate	 for
setting	boundaries	when	needed.	Surround	yourself	with	people	who	you	can
draw	 strength	 from.	 If	 you	need	 to	 stop	 talking	 to	white	people	 about	 race,
don’t	feel	guilty	about	it.	Rest	and	recharge,	so	that	you’re	ready	to	do	your
anti-racist	work	in	a	sustainable	way.	I	don’t	want	anyone	of	any	race,	when
faced	 with	 the	 insurmountable	 task	 of	 challenging	 racism,	 to	 collapse	 into
despondency.	As	 a	 long-time	 depressive	 I	 know	how	much	 it	 can	 paralyse,
how	the	feeling	of	hopelessness	works	to	utterly	crush	creativity,	and	passion,
and	drive.	But	those	are	the	three	things	that	we	will	definitely	need	if	we’re
ever	going	 to	 end	 this	 injustice.	We	have	 to	 fight	despondency.	We	have	 to
hang	on	to	hope.

In	a	world	where	blunt,	obvious	acts	are	just	the	tip	of	the	iceberg	of	racism,
we	need	to	describe	the	invisible	monolith.	Now,	racism	can	be	found	in	the
way	 a	 debate	 is	 framed.	 Now,	 racism	 can	 be	 found	 in	 coded	 language.
Attacking	racist	frame,	form,	functions	and	codes	with	no	words	to	describe
them	can	make	you	feel	like	you	are	the	only	one	who	sees	the	problem.	We
need	to	see	racism	as	structural	in	order	to	see	its	insidiousness.	We	need	to
see	how	it	seeps,	like	a	noxious	gas,	into	everything.
In	 a	 conversation	 about	 structural	 racism,	 a	 friend	 of	mine	 once	made	 a

point	 that	was	 both	 glaringly	 obvious	 and	 painfully	 elusive.	 Structures,	 she
said,	 are	made	out	of	people.	When	we	 talk	about	 structural	 racism,	we	are
talking	 about	 the	 intensification	 of	 personal	 prejudices,	 of	 groupthink.	 It	 is
rife.	 But	 rather	 than	 deeming	 the	 current	 situation	 an	 absolute	 tragedy,	 we
should	seize	it	as	an	opportunity	 to	move	towards	a	collective	responsibility
for	a	better	society,	taking	account	of	the	internal	hierarchies	and	intersections
along	the	way.
It	 doesn’t	 have	 to	 be	 like	 this,	 and	 the	 solution	 starts	 with	 us.	 Racism’s

cultural	reach	is	so	pervasive	that	we	must	take	up	the	mantle	of	changing	our
workplaces	 and	 social	 circles	 ourselves.	 Often	 in	 these	 conversations,
someone	will	pipe	up	to	say	in	order	to	win,	we	need	unity.	But	I	think	that	if
we	 wait	 for	 unity,	 we’ll	 be	 waiting	 for	 ever.	 People	 are	 always	 going	 to
disagree	about	 the	finer	points	of	progress.	Waiting	for	unity	 is	 just	 inviting
inertia.
So,	 a	word	 to	 those	who	 feel	 the	weight	 of	 racism,	who	 keenly	 feel	 the

effects	of	how	it	suffocates	kindness,	and	generosity,	and	potential.	How	it	is
slowing	down	the	world	we	live	in.	We	cannot	escape	the	legacies	of	the	past,
but	we	can	use	them	to	model	our	future.	The	late	Terry	Pratchett	once	wrote
‘there’s	no	justice.	Just	us.’	I	can’t	think	of	any	other	phrase	that	best	sums	up
the	task	ahead.
It’s	on	your	shoulders	and	mine	to	dismantle	what	we	once	accepted	to	be

true.	 It’s	 our	 task.	 It	 needs	 to	 be	done	with	whatever	 resources	we	have	on
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hand.	We	need	to	change	narratives.	We	need	to	change	the	frames.	We	need
to	claim	the	entirety	of	British	history.	We	need	to	let	it	be	known	that	black	is
British,	that	brown	is	British,	and	that	we	are	not	going	away.	We	can’t	wait
for	a	hero	to	swoop	in	and	make	things	better.	Rather	than	be	forced	to	react
to	 biased	 agendas,	 we	 should	 outright	 reject	 them	 and	 set	 our	 own.	 Most
importantly,	we	must	survive	in	this	mess,	and	we	do	that	any	way	we	can.
If	 you	 are	 disgusted	 by	 what	 you	 see,	 and	 if	 you	 feel	 the	 fire	 coursing

through	your	veins,	then	it’s	up	to	you.	You	don’t	have	to	be	the	leader	of	a
global	movement	or	a	household	name.	 It	can	be	as	small	scale	as	chipping
away	at	 the	warped	power	relations	 in	your	workplace.	It	can	be	passing	on
knowledge	and	skills	to	those	who	wouldn’t	access	them	otherwise.	It	can	be
creative.	It	can	be	informal.	It	can	be	your	job.	It	doesn’t	matter	what	it	is,	as
long	as	you’re	doing	something.
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