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This poem was written by one of the girls in my study Nancy, she read it out at a 

function I attended hosted by a local minority ethnic community group.

A real friend doesn’t care about your race.

A true friend doesn’t care about your religion. 

They don’t care if you black, white or tan. 

You should be the same to them.

It doesn’t matter about personal things, 

Trustworthy friends help you in times of need. 

They should like you for being you.

Not just because of your culture.

So do you have this friend? Even in the future?
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For my daughter Zahra

with love
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Abstract

This thesis investigates the experiences of minority ethnic students in mainly white 

schools and how they come to make sense of their experiences and negotiate their 

identities. Based upon a qualitative case study of Northern Ireland, and informed by 

Critical Race Theory, the thesis presents the counter stories of minority ethnic 

students aged between 12-17 years old living in the region. The findings demonstrate 

that their experience tends to be one where they are regarded as invisible and 

unwelcome; with a notable proportion experiencing religious and cultural hostility 

and racism. The findings show how many of the minority ethnic students are quite 

comfortable with their multiple and multifaceted identities and that often, despite the 

damaging experiences of racism, they are able to work reflexively in constituting 

themselves as fully integrated students within a mainly white school setting. 

Although the majority of them experienced some form of racist prejudice, they 

developed different strategies to deal with it when it arose. Furthermore, the students 

are not a homogeneous group culturally, nor do they live their lives in terms of 

cultural stereotypes; they are dynamic and positive. In addition, students became 

empowered to resist, contest and/or embrace the dominant and competing cultures of 

their white peers. The thesis represents one of only a few studies within the UK and 

Ireland to employ a Critical Race Perspective to understanding the experiences and 

perspectives of minority ethnic students. Moreover, it is one of the first of its kind to 

focus on the position of minority ethnic students living in a mainly white area. By 

exploring how the participants negotiate the existing sub-cultural contexts provided 

by the two white majority ethnic traditions in Northern Ireland, the thesis also makes 

a contribution to the notion of resistance as applied to the strategies employed by 

minority ethnic students.
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Introduction

Everybody wanna try to box me in 

Suffocating every time it locks me in 

Paint they own pictures then they crop me in 

But I will remain where the top begins 

Cause I am not a word, I am not a line 

I am not a girl [or boy] that can ever be defined1 (Minaj and Rihanna , 2011)

Schools as institutions have tremendous influence on young people and their identity 

development. When students attend school they are faced with structures, 

relationships and discourses that all help form their sense of identity. Moreover, 

schools represent a microcosm of society and therefore the values, attitudes and 

ethics displayed, encouraged, sanctioned or challenged are integral to what pupils 

deem acceptable and not acceptable, normal and abnormal and thus, potentially, to 

how they interact, judge and (dis)respect each other. While not suggesting that 

schools are the only formative institutions in which young people interact it is 

nonetheless important, especially in schools where minority ethnic young people are 

in the minority, that their distinctive identities are acknowledged and respected. 

Research has indicated that students from minority ethnic backgrounds who attend 

predominately white schools negotiate their identity in complicated ways and 

respond to what that school perceives as ‘normal’ or ‘different’ (Cline, 2002). 

Moreover, as Cline et al. argues: ‘school (along with home) may promote distinct 

identities, which can be experienced by pupils as being in harmony or dissonance 

with the racism they may experience elsewhere depending on how these differences 

are perceived and treated’ (Cline et al. , 2002:41). While the schooling experience 

may be challenging for everyone, minority ethnic students face unique processes, 

especially in schools located in mainly white areas and attended by mainly white 

students. Exploring these complex processes provides the focus for this thesis.

1 The motivation for this song is about overcoming stereotypes and negativity and becoming 
triumphant.

1



A Personal Story

This study is particularly pertinent for me as a minority ethnic woman and mother. I 

moved to the Northern Ireland fourteen years ago coming from Zimbabwe, a country 

that has its own legacy of racial segregation and issues associated with racism. 

Growing up in Harare, I felt first-hand the ugly sting of racism and sexism and was 

dismayed to find when I arrived in the north of Ireland that these practices also 

existed there. From the beginning my experiences in Northern Ireland made me 

much more aware of my racial identity than in Zimbabwe. I realised that despite the 

broad-mindedness and non-judgmental attitude of most of my Catholic and 

Protestant friends and colleagues I nevertheless felt like a guest in Northern Ireland. 

Irrespective of the circumstances under which I interacted with the settled White 

communities I am usually Muslim/Indian/Other first and a woman second.2 This is 

what led me to my work with minority ethnic clients in my previous job as a case 

worker for a minority ethnic organisation.

This present study arises not only from these personal observations and experiences 

but was fuelled, academically, by the literature on racialization and, practically, by 

what I encountered when working with ethnic minority clients in the non

governmental sector. These cross-cutting perspectives I believe assist me in offering 

a contemporary account of an under-examined area - firstly, through the use of a 

robust theoretical and methodological perspective, and, secondly, through my 

personal position where I will be gaining a distinctive insight into the lives of the 

students. While integrating a personal perspective may lead to charges of loss 

objectivity, a charge I would not accept, within the theoretical and methodological 

approach adopted in this study it is critical. The personal perspective is highly 

significant, as Rogers states:

The internal frame of reference, the subjective private world of the 
person, is one of the best ways of understanding human beings.
Most of our significant hypotheses, even for our research, grow out

2 Majority ethnic communities referred to here are the majority white Protestant and Catholic 
communities in the Northern Ireland. Terminology is discussed later in this chapter.
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of our own private and internal world, or out of the empathic 
understanding of the private world of another (1965, p. 185).

While recognising the limitations of the study, nonetheless, I feel it addresses issues 

within a specific geographical, political and social context that have not been 

interrogated comprehensively, particularly from a qualitative perspective. The wider 

literature that I am aware of does not speak specifically to the experiences of 

minority ethnic students living in mainly white contexts as most of the work in this 

area has been mainly based in urban, multi-ethnic contexts (see, for example, Mac an 

Ghaill, 1994; Mirza, 1992, Shain, 2003). Also, of the local research that does exist, 

it tends to be mainly in the form of government reports and the odd small scale 

survey (see, for example, Mann-Kler, 1997; Connolly and Keenan, 2000a). While 

valuable, these have not explored the complexity of the issues in the depth necessary 

and thus, consequently, did not help me gain an understanding of the situation. 

Subsequently, I took this available literature, and using it as a foundation in 

conjunction with the original empirical evidence I collected and analysed it through a 

contemporary framework to build a more robust explanation of minority ethnic 

experiences. As such, given this lack of sociological material on the topic and my 

own position as a Black feminist scholar that I decided to embark on writing a thesis 

to broaden our understanding and contribute to the scant literature base in this area.

The Research Topic

Common definitions and conceptualizations of race found in the literature refer to 

race as a social construction (Gamer, 2010; Calmore, 1992). Furthermore, scholars 

such as Delgado and Stefanic have argued although race has no biological basis, like 

other identities race is socially constructed and has real material and significant 

outcomes for people who are racialized (1997). From the perspective of Critical 

Race Theory (CRT), this study will establish as one of its starting points the premise 

that race and racism is a normal part of society in Northern Ireland because racism is 

deeply ingrained within the social processes of society and psychologically through 

ideology and discourse (Yosso and Solorzano, 2005). However, this is not to suggest 

that race and identity exist or evolve in a vacuum; rather this study is mindful of the
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intersectional nature of identity recognizing that race and racism work with and 

through, for example, gender, race and religion as systems of power.

Utilising a Critical Race perspective and methodology this study investigates the 

experiences of minority ethnic students in predominantly white schools. Specifically, 

I consider how a particular group of young students negotiate the processes of racial, 

religious and gender identity formation, both in the ways they are positioned and 

how they position themselves within a mainly white social and structural context. 

While traditional social science tended to reify the salience of race, there was a need 

for new methodologies and perspectives to explain the complexities of concepts such 

as race and racism in education. The gap was filled in by Critical Race scholars who 

brought about what Smith-Maddox and Solorzano call ‘a paradigm shift in discourse’ 

about concepts such as race and racism in education (2002:68).

Besides the belief that race is a social construction, Critical Race scholars contend 

that any examination of race and racism must be contextualised. Like the concepts 

of race and racism, CRT recognizes that social identities are multiple and flexible 

and connected to various systems and structures within society. Furthermore, CRT 

acknowledges that individuals differentially negotiate their numerous and complex 

layers of identity and, thus, views identity construction as contingent upon various 

factors such as context and time period. This study also employs a Critical Race 

methodology. This methodology, through the notion of intersectionality, widens the 

investigative lens to take into account other perspectives beside the Black/White 

binary and is useful in terms of developing a more multi-layered research and 

discussion. In order to integrate a CRT with the experiences of minority ethnic 

students in a mainly white context counter-stories are employed. One of the key 

tenets of CRT is using narrative or as termed in CRT the counter-story method. 

According to Delgado (1989):

Counter-stories are both a method of telling a story of those 
experiences that are not often told (i.e. those on the margins of 
society) and a tool for analysing and challenging the stories of 
those in power and whose story is a natural part of the dominant 
discourse - the majoritarian story (Delgado, 1989 cited in Solorzano 
and Yosso, 2002:475).
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Moreover, counter-stories are also a powerful way of providing insights into how 

racism operates in society as well as the intricate ways in which minority ethnic 

students challenge dominant narratives.

The Research Aims

The aims of the study are as follows:

1. To increase our understanding of the experiences and perceptions of minority 

ethnic students who attend mainly white schools, thereby providing a greater 

understanding of the diverse experiences and challenges they face in 

reference to the notion of resistance.

2. To add to an understanding of how racial identities are negotiated in relation 

to the intersection of multiple identities such as with gender through an 

intersectional analysis.

3. To examine the nature and dynamics of racialized identity between majority 

ethnic students and minority ethnic students living in mainly white areas

4. To develop an understanding of how minority ethnic students negotiate their 

experiences and identities within the context of particular majority ethnic 

(white) subcultures.

5. To contribute to our understandings of racialization in a mainly white area 

using the theoretical lens of Critical Race Theory.

I have addressed these aims through a case study of minority ethnic students in

Northern Ireland secondary schools. This, in turn, provides a particularly interesting

example of how students negotiate their identities against a very particular sub-
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cultural context presented by sectarian divisions and the two majority ethnic 

communities of Catholic and Protestant.

The Terminology
Before providing an outline to the thesis it is important to clarify the use of the term 

minority ethnic as used to describe the respondents of the students.

Throughout this thesis, terms such as ‘minority ethnic’; ‘majority ethnic’; ‘black’ and 

‘white’ are utilised. ‘Minority ethnic’ in this thesis refers to people from the 

established and minority ethnic groups in Northern Ireland, as well as new migrant 

groups including white minority ethnic people from Eastern European countries. The 

term ‘majority ethnic’ and white refers to the two main ethno-national communities
• . Tthe Catholic and Protestant communities. . Therefore, for the purposes of this thesis, 

and like scholars who write and use race as an identity marker such as Charlotte 

Chadderton (2010) and Yasmin Gunaratnam (2003) I use ethnic and racial markers 

tactically, whilst acknowledging the vague and changeable nature of identity. 

Furthermore, I consider individuals in these groups as distinct and varied not 

homogenous, differing differ in many ways, for example, politically, culturally and 

socially.

The Thesis Outline

The thesis is divided into eight chapters and draws upon existing scholarship in the 

domains of Critical Race Theory, Whiteness and Resistance theories. It also draws 

on empirical research carried out by the author in 2006-2008 in Northern Ireland. 

Recognising the specificities of conducting this research in the Northern Ireland 

Chapter One contextualises the study providing the social and political profile of 

Northern Ireland, as well as the historical and current migration patterns of minority

3 The situation of Travellers in education and service delivery is radically different from that of other 
minority groups and is not covered in this thesis. Being aware that classifying individuals runs the 
risk of mis-representing or mis-interpreting and therefore essentializing groups in society, it is 
important to state from the outset that I acknowledge identities are multiple as well as complex and 
shifting.
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ethnic populations. In this chapter the notion of racism in relation to the Northern 

Ireland is addressed specifically, including racist trends and patterns combined with 

empirical evidence.

Chapter Two critiques and reviews some of the literature in relation to the key 

concepts used and provides discussion on existing identity perspectives. An 

examination of the literature dealing with the social and schooling experiences of 

minority ethnic young people is also reviewed along with the small amount of 

literature relating to minority ethnic experiences in mainly white areas throughout 

Northern Ireland.

Chapter Three introduces the reader to the theoretical framework that guides the 

study, along with the concepts that are central to the research and considers how they 

have been developed in the literature. This chapter documents “the shifting 

boundaries of race” (Bloch and Solomos, 2009) as a category of social analysis and 

provides a chronological account of race over the last 300 years. The chapter then 

presents Critical Race Theory as a viable theoretical framework that seeks to 

addresses many of the issues and tensions that have arisen to date in relation to 

theories of race and racism.

Chapter Four addresses the ‘what’, the ‘who’, the ‘how’ and the ‘whys’ of the study. 

It begins by outlining my epistemological position and, thereafter, discusses the 

methodological approach and research design making explicit my promotion of and 

adherence to the practices and ethics of ‘committed’ research. Importantly, I locate 

myself within the study and my own status and characteristics in carrying out this 

particular piece of research are reflected upon. The chapter also discusses the main 

methods of data collection used in the study, including the rationale for this. Ethical 

considerations and how these are addressed are considered as is the transcription of 

the data.

Chapters Five to Seven present the analysis of the empirical data gathered. Chapter 

Five focuses on the perceptions and discourses of racism(s) experienced by the 

minority ethnic young people. The discussion in this chapter draws attention to the
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process of racialization. The process involves assigning boundaries based on race 

that lends itself to the Othering process creating the self and the Other (or us and 

them) where typically the Other is dehumanised and uncivilised. This process like 

other social constructions is fluid in nature and changes depending on the context, for 

example, being a Catholic in Zimbabwe would be very different to being a Catholic 

in Ballymena. Moreover, it examines how different discourses underpin the 

racialization of any given minority ethnic young person and how these can alter and 

modify depending on context and time (Connolly, 2000).

Chapter Six examines the concept of multiple identities. This chapter’s aim is to 

contribute to the growing body of literature that has drawn attention to the way that 

social factors such as race, gender and religion intersect to produce identities that are 

multi-faceted, contingent and contradictory. In particular, this chapter demonstrates 

how various identity markers intersect with each other assisting the growth and 

expression of other facets of identity (Stewart, 2008).This chapter connects the 

empirical data to a wider societal phenomenon and thus allows for a more 

comprehensive analysis of identity processes including how identity is created and 

the power structures embedded within.

Chapter Seven then discusses and explores the idea of resistance, particularly 

through the counter-stories of the minority ethnic students when, for example, they 

confront the many different social processes and practices that tend to contribute to 

the racialization and stereotypical views. The approach fits within the reflective 

theoretical premise of this study which assumes that young minority ethnic 

participants are, to some extent, architects of their own lives rather than ‘victims’. 

One of the objectives of this chapter is to explore the diversity of ways in which they 

have managed and responded to the negative practices of racialization. In focusing 

on a set of related case studies, this chapter also provides a nuanced understanding of 

how young minority ethnic people respond to, resist and work to transform their 

identities.

The final chapter, Chapter Eight, concludes by drawing together the findings within 

the context of the theoretical orientation of the research and the substantive findings
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from the empirical chapters. The contributions made to knowledge, including the 

limitations of the study, and the implications of the present findings for further 

research in this area are considered.

9



Chapter One

The Northern Ireland Context

Introduction
This chapter outlines the history and demographic composition of Northern Ireland. 

The aim of this chapter is to provide the reader with the background necessary for a 

full understanding of the empirical material presented in Chapters Five, Six and 

Seven. This chapter examines the historical roots of sectarian division and shows 

how this division has structured social life in the region, both historically and into the 

present day. The history of ethnically identified minorities in Northern Ireland and 

the emergence of a concern with racism are also discussed.

The chapter begins by outlining how and why religion became such a dominant 

social cleavage in the north-east of Ireland. This brief synopsis of the contested 

history of the region traces the development of asymmetric power relations between 

Catholics and Protestants since the Plantations. The historical circumstances that led 

to the formation of Northern Ireland in 1920 are outlined and it is shown how the 

contemporary political formation of Northern Ireland arose directly from sectarian 

considerations about the viability of a Protestant/Unionist state in the face of what 

was perceived to be aggressive Irish nationalism to the South. Within this the chapter 

then describes briefly the social and political situation that precipitated the prolonged 

sectarian violence that became known as ‘the Troubles’ (1969-98) and the 

suspension of Stormont in the face of rising political violence and the imposition of 

direct rule from Westminster.

Having established the broader political context, the chapter then goes on to look at 

the changing histories and geographies of ethnically - identified minorities in 

Northern Ireland. By charting the history of migration to the region, the chapter 

shows how ethicized and racialized diversity, evident for example in the presence of 

Irish Travellers and the Jewish community, predate the formation of Northern
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Ireland. However the chapter also shows that the number and range of diverse groups 

has changed markedly in recent times. The history of immigration to Northern 

Ireland is discussed in two separate phases: before and during ‘the Troubles’, and 

after the paramilitary ceasefires. As will be seen, unprecedented in recorded history, 

Northern Ireland is currently experiencing net in-migration.

The chapter concludes by looking at the problem of racism in Northern Ireland that 

has become a prominent issue in academic, political and media discourses. As will 

become clear, the emergence of a plural face of Northern Ireland coincides with 

attempts to move society beyond the sectarian divide that has characterised so much 

of its history. This chapter stresses that with the emergence of such plural agendas in 

the post-Agreement milieu there is a danger of essentializing cultural differences 

amongst ethnically-identified people. Furthermore, the chapter contends that the 

environment of contemporary Northern Ireland renders Whiteness invisible and 

normative and that more research is needed around the concept to comprehend its 

importance in a mainly white society such as Northern Ireland. Finally this chapter 

addresses some of the issues that have been identified in previous research regarding 

the themes around minority ethnic young people in Northern Ireland.

Political History

The history of contemporary Northern Ireland has its roots in the colonial project in 

Ireland that began over six centuries ago (McGarry and O’Leary, 1995; Lydon 

2003). Subsequently, from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century Ulster was the most 

Gaelic part of Ireland, the area of the island where English colonisers had met with 

the most resistance and where traditional chieftains retained most control (Bardon 

1992). Although previous attempts had been made to colonise some parts of Ireland, 

it was only in the early years of the seventeenth century that a comprehensive, 

systematic effort was made to achieve this goal, through a strategy of plantationism 

(Darby 1976). The Plantation of Ulster in 1609 was the largest plantation in Ireland 

and the most extreme. By 1703 Ulster was totally controlled by colonial settlers, and 

only 5% of its land remained in Catholic Irish hands (Darby 1976: 3). According to
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Bardon, this massive social change removed the old Gaelic lords, introduced a new 

aristocracy and produced ‘a legacy of division and hatred persisting to our own time’ 

(Bardon 1992: 75).

As a result political developments in Ireland in the earlier part of the twentieth 

century began to take on two radically different forms. In the southern counties the 

defeat of the 1912 Home Rule Bill and the failed Easter Rising of 1916 set the scene 

for the emergence of armed resistance in the form of Irish Republicanism. In 

response Unionists organised on a massive scale in what had become their north

eastern powerbase. From 1912 to 1914 they imported weapons with a view to a 

defensive war against the threat of a Republican victory in the south (Bardon 1992).

During World War I, while significant numbers of Protestant Ulstermen were 

fighting in the British Army, a guerrilla war was being fought against the British 

administration by a resurgent Irish Republican Army (IRA) demanding an all-Ireland 

Republic (English, 2003). These twin track developments precipitated the 

introduction, in December 1920, of the Government of Ireland Act. This Act set up 

two subordinate administrations, one for the six Northern counties and another for 

the remaining twenty-six counties. Although Unionists were opposed to any form of 

Home Rule, it has been argued that the option of self-government was infinitely 

preferable to control administered from Dublin and so, in 1920, the ‘state’ of 

Northern Ireland was born (Buckland, 1981).

Writing about the conflict in Northern Ireland, Chris Gilligan describes how the 

north and south of Ireland became divided along sectarian boundaries: ‘The partition 

of Ireland into the Irish Free State, later to become the Republic of Ireland, and 

Northern Ireland effectively divided the island along religious lines’ (2008:1). The 

indigenous Irish population tended to be Catholic and the unionist settlers tended to 

be Protestant. The boundaries of the new Northern Irish state were carefully 

configured to ensure a stable Protestant majority within the new territory. However, 

the divisions have never really been about religion but about territory and nationality. 

Religion may be an important part of everyday life for many people in Northern 

Ireland, but the armed conflict was not about religion per se but the social, historical
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and political divisions which religion signified. As Claire Mitchell has argued: ‘the 

conflict in Northern Ireland has not been, is not and will never be holy war’ 

(Mitchell, 2005:1).

For this reason, the proposition of a boundary that encompassed the traditional nine 

counties of Ulster - which would have contained 900,000 Protestants in favour of 

Union with Britain and 700,000 Catholics supporting Irish reunification - was 

eschewed in favour of a six county state with a religious breakdown of 820,000 

Protestants and 430,000 Catholics (Darby 1976: 9). Arguably, therefore, the 

Northern Irish state was a product of sectarian division, and the events of its early 

years reinforced the salience of this communal bifurcation (Guleke, 2007). From the 

beginning of 1920 sectarian violence became a serious problem; beginning in Derry 

City, it spread to Lisburn, Banbridge, Dromore and Belfast before the year was out 

(Bardon 1992). The majority of this violence, which claimed 428 lives between June 

21st 1920 and June 18th 1922, was carried out by Protestant vigilantes aiming to 

‘exterminate’ the unwelcome Catholic minority contained within the boundaries of 

the new state (Buckland 1981: 46).

Throughout the life of the Stormont government, as the administration from 1920 to 

1972 was known, the Unionist Party exercised an uninterrupted hold on political 

power (McGarry, 1995). During this time structural discrimination took hold as 

Buckland points out:

[djiscrimination became built into the processes of government and
administration, as the government pandered to Protestant and
Unionist whims large or small (Buckland 1981: 61).

Alongside the gerrymandering of constituency boundaries to ensure a 

disproportionate Protestant majority, Catholics were discriminated against in 

housing, employment and other areas (Farrell 1980; Wilson 1989). The Catholics 

saw the British army as supporters of the Protestant majority and very quickly the 

violence turned into more serious conflict as both sides began an armed struggle. 

Westminster responded to this wave of violence in Northern Ireland by sending in 

the British Army to calm tensions. Although the army was initially greeted warmly
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by Catholic/Nationalist communities, during 1970 the situation deteriorated further 

as sectarian violence intensified and paramilitary groups were formed in both 

Catholic/Nationalist and Protestant/Unionist areas (Buckland 1981).

As a result of increased violence, in 1972 the UK government took back 

responsibility for Direct Rule. There was a frightening escalation in the level 

violence in Northern Ireland at this time. In 1969 13 people were killed in political 

violence, by 1971 this figure had rose to 174, spiking in 1972 with 467 killed and 

4866 injured (Wilson 1989: 300-302). During these years the number of killings 

motivated by a purely sectarian motive, such as the random abduction and murder of 

an individual from an area identified as Catholic or Protestant, increased dramatically 

(Buckland 1981). Consequently, violence became routinized over this period.

The evolution of this conflict can, itself, be traced back many centuries and the 

history helps explain the very different ways in which discourses have come to shape 

the two main political projects of nationalism and unionism within the region 

(Connolly, 2006). For nationalists in Northern Ireland, their collective identity has 

tended to be associated with a sense of being Irish and desire for Northern Ireland to 

be ‘re-united’ with the south of Ireland. This sense of identity was bom out of 

resistance to British colonial exploits in Ireland and this has encouraged the strong 

sense of Irish national identity (see Geoghegan, 2010; Rolston and Shannon; Coulter, 

1999). For Unionists in Northern Ireland, their collective sense of identity tends to 

continue to identify with Britain and to desire maintenance of the political union 

between Northern Ireland and the ‘mainland’. Connolly (2006) argues that the 

unionist collective identity was partly based on upon exclusionary foundations in a 

sense of having to defend themselves against the threat of the native Irish but ‘also, 

by default other minority ethnic groups’ (2006:3).

Peace talks between the main political parties began to take place in late 1980s in 

growing recognition that the violence was intractable and no side was going to win. 

This, eventually, led to the paramilitary ceasefires and the peace process, which, in
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turn, has paved the way for devolution of power once more (see Hennessey, 2001 

and Rune and Todd, 2001 for a more in-depth account).

The devolved government was restored in December 1999 but had to be suspended 

again on four more occasions, the most recent in October 2002. The main cause was 

that the National Assembly could not hold together an inclusive power sharing 

Executive. A new devolved Assembly was ushered in on the 8 May 2007, with full 

legislative and executive authority and a promise by the political leaders to share 

power.

Unquestionably, Northern Ireland is now perceived as a post-conflict society 

emerging from armed conflict. Peace agreements have been signed to mark the end 

of hostility in the region and a drive toward a more pluralistic society is prevalent. 

Despite the ethos of peace-building within society sectarian divisions remain intact 

through the legacy of the conflict. For example, Connolly (2008) highlights the 

segregated nature of residential homes based on ethno-national identity citing the 

2001 UK Census Connolly found ‘a quarter of all wards (25 per cent) in Northern 

Ireland have a population that is at least 90 per cent Catholic or Protestant and, 

beyond this, well over half of all wards in Northern Ireland (58 per cent) have a 

population that is at least 75 per cent Catholic or Protestant’ (Connolly, 2008:3). 

Moreover, there remain ‘peace walls’ separating Loyalist and Republican 

communities in Belfast and other urban areas. These walls and other interfaces are 

often the sites of sectarian violence, which continues, albeit at a lower level than in 

the past. As Peter Geoghegan (2009) writes:

The flags, murals and painted kerbstones are not there simply to 
entice tourists into run-down, working-class neighbourhoods 
they would ordinarily never dream of entering: they are markers 
of territory, unambiguous declarations of who belongs - and 
who does not.4

Furthermore, less than 20% of marriages are mixed between Catholics and 

Protestants. Schooling also remains segregated, and apart from the small but growing

4http://www.petergeoghegan.com/?p=28
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numbers of integrated schools, Catholics and Protestants only mix in significant 

proportions in further and higher education (NILT, 2005).5

Attitudes amongst the younger population indicate sectarianism is entrenched in an 

‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy too. In 2009 41% of 16-25 year olds branded themselves 

as discriminatory compared with 31% of the whole population. According to 

Montgomery and Glynn (2009) these attitudes stem from Republican and Loyalist 

paramilitary involvement enticing the young people to harass their adversaries. 

However more recently attitudinal surveys have begun to reflect a different outlook. 

In the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, six out of 10 people surveyed felt 

communal relations had improved over the past five years, and more than half 

believed they would continue to improve over the next five years. Only one in 20 

thought they would get worse. The survey provides plenty of evidence of the two 

religious groups feeling increasingly comfortable in each other's company. In both 

Catholic and Protestant communities, 82% of people wanted to live in religiously 

mixed neighbourhoods and 94% preferred mixed workplaces. However, 42% of 

Catholics and 66% of Protestants would not like it if a close relative married 

someone from the other community (2011). Nonetheless, despite the underlying 

suspicions, there is a clear desire for a shared future and more social integration, but 

sectarian fears are impossible to shake. Achieving a situation where religion no 

longer determines political allegiance is still a work in progress, and success is not 

guaranteed (Sunday Times, 2011).

Although groups not definable in terms of the ‘two traditions’ have always existed in 

the region, there has, until recently, been a neglect of the histories and geographies of 

these groups (Hainsworth, 1998). This chapter has, thus far, offered little challenge 

to the popular depiction of Northern Ireland as a land divided between 

Catholic/Nationalists and Protestant/Unionists. The following section seeks to 

address this by presenting a brief history of ethnically-identified minorities in

5 Of the 60 or so integrated schools, 2/3 are grant maintained (set up as standalone schools by parents) 
and V3 are controlled integrated schools (previously controlled schools which changed status). Only 
5% of children in the whole of Northern Ireland attend religiously integrated schools (personal email 
correspondence, Wardlow, 2009).
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Northern Ireland. This analysis of the history of migration to the region is developed 

in terms of two relatively distinct phases: migration prior to the Agreement; and 

population movement since the peace accord. The emergence of racism as a 

prominent issue in post-Agreement Northern Ireland (Connolly, 2002; Jarman and 

Monoghan, 2003; McVeigh and Rolston 2007) is also examined. These discussions 

are important as the evidence investigated in the chapters which follow have 

emerged ‘against a backdrop of increased migration and racism in a Northern Ireland 

that is, at the same time, trying to move beyond sectarianism’ (Khaoury, 2006).

Shifting Demographics
As detailed above, current estimates suggest that approximately 98% of the 

population in Northern Ireland is ‘White’ (see Connolly and Keenan, 2002; 

Geoghegan, 2010). According to Gaine’s (2000) typology of mainly White areas, 

Northern Ireland would represent an almost totally White experience. Such areas, 

according to Gaine (2000), may be ‘urban, suburban or rural but have in common 

that fewer than two per cent of the residents are of minority ethnic heritage’ ( cited in 

Aiming High, 2004:2). Life for these populations, as described by Gaine, can be 

quite isolating with the groups not having easy access to cultural and religious 

organisations. This viewpoint corresponds with the current situation in Northern 

Ireland in relation to the minority ethnic population.6 Additionally, Gaine also 

argues, in a mainly White area, the police services and other similar agencies may 

not be as attentive or responsive to incidents of racist harassment than their 

counterparts in multi-ethnic environments and, as a consequence, such actions are 

ignored and /or very little serious action takes place. Confirming once more, Gaine’s

In 2003 Muslims in Craigavon, near Portadown, in County Armagh, were cajoled into delaying 
“building the province's first mosque, even though they won planning permission. The then Ulster 
Unionist Party councillor Fred Crowe said he had opposed the mosque because the land was not 
suitable and there was the issue of sewerage facilities. But the former Craigavon mayor told BBC 
News that Muslims were "out to wipe out Christianity". Christianity is the enemy of the Muslim, he 
added (http://news.bbc.co.Uk/l/hi/northem ireland/3188678.stm ).
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depiction can be extended to that of Northern Ireland (see for example McVeigh, 

2006; Mann-Kler, 1997).7

Although ethnically-identified minorities have always resided in the territory of 

Northern Ireland, the existence of groups beyond the two majority ethnic group - the 

‘two traditions’ - was generally ignored in academic studies of the region 

(Hainsworth 1998; Lentin and McVeigh 2006a; McVeigh 1998). Recent research, 

however, has begun to highlight the region’s growing demographic diversity (Devine 

2006; Jarman 2006; Rogers 2006; Holder and Khaoury, 2007). Migration to the 

region has increased and there are signs of a more multi-ethnic presence. This is 

evident through the various organisations mushrooming, representing the interests of 

minority ethnic communities and the small supermarkets offering specific foods from 

numerous counties around the world or just through the presence of a diverse range 

of people in different types of workplaces.8

The existence of migration and diversity in Northern Ireland actually predates the 

founding of the state. Irish Travellers have resided in the region for centuries, often 

experiencing discrimination from both Catholics and Protestants (McVeigh 1992; 

1998; Rolston and Shannon, 2002). There also existed a relatively small but notable 

Jewish community in Belfast from the turn of the nineteenth century (Warm 1998). 

However, Northern Ireland only really became a site for in-migration in the post-war 

years, and the vast majority of these new migrants came from Commonwealth 

countries (Irwin and Dunn 1997; Jarman 2006). Despite images of bombs and riots 

broadcast around the world, these new migrations, mainly from Hong Kong and the 

Indian sub-continent, which had begun in the 1960s, continued throughout ‘the 

Troubles’ (Ellis, 2001). In terms of spatial distribution, a considerable majority of 

these new migrants located themselves in the main urban centres of Belfast,

7 In Northern Ireland, policies have been drawn up that have clearly been influenced by MacPherson. 
On paper, the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI) in particular has taken on board many of the 
insights and incorporated them in its official documentation (McVeigh, 2007).

g
Organisations such as the Afro-Community Support Organisation Northern Ireland (ACSONI) is one 

particular example. ACSONI was formed in 2003 and consists of members from various parts of 
Africa . the Caribbean and people of mixed-heritage, is one such group.
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Craigavon and Derry rather than in rural areas (Jarman, 2006). One of the first 

pieces of research conducted with minority ethnic groups in Northern Ireland was 

conducted by Irwin and Dunn in 1997. They study sampled the four main minority 

ethnic groups and estimated that between 6,270 and 8,270 people identified 

themselves as an ethnically-identified minority living in Northern Ireland.

Irwin and Dunn’s seminal piece on minority ethnic groups identified the Chinese 

population as the largest (1997) and by 1989 they accounted for 4,500 people in the 

region. Most of the families hailed from Hong Kong and the New Territories.9 

During this first phase of migration, rates were relatively slow and numbers low 

compared with the rest of the UK. These migrants were typically from 

Commonwealth areas and arrived in Northern Ireland after having spent time in 

mainland UK (Donnan and O’Brien 1998). As they existed very much outside the 

sectarian politics engulfing Northern Ireland, during ‘the Troubles’ many migrant 

communities formed formal representative organisations based on common ethnic or 

racial identities. Notable examples of such groups include the Belfast Islamic Centre 

(founded in 1977), the Indian Community Centre (1980) and the Chinese Welfare 

Association (1986). Existing beyond the sphere of electoral politics, these identity 

groups served a variety of religious, social, economic and political functions for the 

first wave of migrants to Northern Ireland.

In the Northern Ireland the last ten years, immigration has increased, particularly 

from Eastern Europe, and by the mid-2000s Northern Ireland recorded a higher level 

of in-migration than out-migration for the first time (Rogers 2006).10 In 2004 Europe 

opened up its once restricted borders to eight countries from Eastern Europe, as a 

consequence migration figures rose in Northern Ireland. However after just a few 

years since the expansion statistics indicated that there had been a downward trend of

9
The main groups identified in Irwin and Dunn’s study (1997), in descending order in terms of size, 

were: Chinese, Indian, Pakistani and Irish Traveller. Over the last five years it has recorded its highest 
levels of in-migration since records began (Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 2006; 
Rogers 2006).

10 McVeigh and Rolston identify the peace process, which made ‘Northern Ireland a more attractive 
place to live and work, and economic growth and labour shortages, as the key factors behind these 
changing patterns of migration’ (2007: 12).
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people moving to Northern Ireland , according to NISRA : ‘The 2009 figure (2,100 

net residents to the Northern Ireland population) is lower than the previous annual 

figure - 5,700 in 2007-8, and 10,000 added in both the 2005-6 and 2006-7 years’ 

(NISRA, 2010).

Figures relating to the number of minority ethnic groups in Northern Ireland from the 

2001 census indicated there were just 14, 300 people living in Northern Ireland at the 

time (0.8% of the total population). The largest group were the Chinese population, 

followed by South Asians, Irish Travellers and African Caribbeans (Connolly and 

Khaoury, 2008)11. Nonetheless, it is important to state that there was at the time a 

great deal of debate over the reliability of these figures and how they were obtained 

so the above should be seen as a mere estimate. In addition, since 2004 increasing 

numbers of mainly migrant workers from the A8 countries settled in Northern 

Ireland which also altered the figures. Radford (2006) confirms this in her paper by 

providing the number of National Insurance applications requested for, she states: 

‘Government figures indicatfed] that between April 2003 and the end of January 

2006 there were 45,560 applications for National Insurance numbers from non

nationals’.

Given its turbulent and conflictual recent history it is not surprising that throughout 

‘the Troubles’ Northern Ireland was an area of net out-migration; the numbers 

leaving each year directly proportional to the level of violence recorded (Rogers 

2006). However, since the Peace Process began this situation has been completely 

reversed. As noted previously, out-migration diminished, but Northern Ireland is 

now a migrant destination. Commentators on migration patterns to Northern Ireland, 

such as Neil Jarman, have cited two main reasons for the current cycle of migration 

to Northern Ireland. According to Jarman (2006) ever since the ceasefire and 

because of the ceasefire, the scale of immigration has been more fast-paced than in 

previous years. Secondly, Jarman believes occurrences such as the expansion of the 

European Union have precipitated migration from countries with no previous

11 See Appendix C for the census breakdown and a recent estimate based on alternative sources.
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immigration record to the UK and Ireland. According to DEL the existing migration 

represents:

New trends, with migrants coming from Eastern Europe rather than 
Eastern Asia, from non-Commonwealth countries and from 
countries that do not necessarily have widespread use of the 
English language. Each of these factors adds new dynamics to the 
patterns of demography; service use and social diversity in 
Northern Ireland (DEL, 2007:9).

Consequently, these new migratory flows have changed the visible composition of 

Northern Irish society. New migrant communities have been created in areas that 

had witnessed only out-migration for most of the 20th Century (Shuttleworth, 2007). 

While previous migratory communities from former Commonwealth countries 

tended to settle in Belfast and the large towns around it, many new migrants live 

close to employment opportunities in relatively under-populated rural areas. 

Alongside migrants from the former Eastern Bloc, substantial numbers of Portuguese 

nationals have also migrated, primarily living and working near the food processing 

industries of mid-Ulster (Shuttleworth 2007; Soares 2002). Similarly, healthcare 

workers from South Asia and the Philippines have begun working in a number of 

hospital trusts (Bell, Jarman and Lefebvre 2004). These two factors, allied with 

increased ease of movement, account for the bulk of new migrations (Rogers 2006).

Until the next census (2011) it is impossible to ascertain the exact size of Northern 

Ireland’s migrant population (Rogers, 2006) but some estimates have been made. As 

compliance with the Workers Registration Scheme appears to be low, Jarman (2006) 

used applications for National Insurance Numbers to estimate that the largest new 

migrant group in Northern Ireland is from Poland, followed by Lithuania, Portugal, 

Slovakia, India and the Philippines. These migrant workers are mainly employed in 

administration/management, manufacturing, construction and hospitality sectors 

(Jarman, 2006). The Accession Monitoring Report suggests that Northern Ireland, at 

0.72% of total population, has a higher proportion of A8 migrants than England 

(0.57%), Scotland (0.47%) or Wales (0.21%) (Home Office 2006: 9). Almost two- 

thirds of these A8 migrants are male and the bulk of these are under thirty-five with 

no dependents and work full-time in lower end occupations (Rogers, 2006). From
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2003 to January 2006 there were 12020 applications for National Insurance numbers 

from Polish nationals, 4987 from Lithuanians, 3605 from Portuguese, 3469 from 

Slovakians, 2486 from Indians, 1524 from Filipinos, 1358 from Latvians, 1338 from 

Czechs, 1317 from Chinese and 867 from Ukrainians. A8 migrant workers are 

concentrated in various industries including manufacturing, construction; agriculture 

and entertainment (see Jarman, 2006 for a more detailed breakdown). Although 

these new migrants are spread across Northern Ireland, between 25% and 33% live in 

Belfast. This suggests that Belfast has remained the main site for new migrants and 

has absorbed an in-flow of approximately 7,000 new migrants in the last three years 

(NISRA 2006: 13).12

Racism in Northern Ireland

As broader literature developed on racism in Northern Ireland, it became clear just 

how routine racism was part of that experience. In one of the earlier studies focusing 

on racism Connolly and Keenan (2000) concluded that twice as many people 

maintained they would be less willing to accept or associate with minority ethnic 

people than they would with people from the other ethno-national background to 

themselves. This finding by the authors was important because it dispelled a 

widespread myth that sectarianism was the only prejudice that was prevalent in 

Northern Ireland. As Connolly and Keenan stated at the time : ‘[i]t explodes the 

myth that people in Northern Ireland are so busy hating each other that they haven't 

got time to hate anybody else ... racism is part of the fabric here’ {Times Higher 

Education Supplement, April 2000).

Within the initial accounts regarding the experiences of minority ethnic communities 

in Northern Ireland there was a hesitancy to acknowledge a problem existed 

concerning racism (see Mann-Kler, 1997; Hainsworth, 1998); evident in the fact that

12 This increased in-migration is very much a product of the improved social and economic situation 
created by the Agreement. As well as making the region a more appealing place to settle and seek 
employment , the economic upturn since the Agreement has precipitated the need for overseas 
recruitment to supplement the local labour market.

These two factors, allied with increased ease of movement, can account for the bulk of new 
migrations (Devine 2006; Rogers 2006).
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the main Race Relations Act 1976 wasn’t applied to Northern Ireland until the late 

1990s (Race Relations (Northern Ireland) 1997). Undeniably, since the Good Friday 

Agreement (1998), Northern Ireland has changed significantly.

Throughout ‘the Troubles’ the issue of racism was almost completely absent from 

academic analyses of Northern Ireland for a number of reasons (McVeigh, 1998). 

Firstly, racism was not seen as a problem largely because of the popular 

misconception that there was no demographic diversity; and secondly, the dominance 

of sectarianism trivialised the anxieties of minority ethnic groups in the region. As a 

consequence, very little was done by the political establishment and civil society to 

address these concerns (Hainsworth 1998; Mann-Kler 1997). Thirdly, through the 

project of Whiteness, the normality of a white norm in society meant racial 

difference was rarely given attention. Both majority groups in Northern Ireland 

identified as White and had their own political agendas to address. This tendency to 

view Northern Ireland as a ‘White’ space remains (Chan, 2006). Recently, however, 

as both the size and geographical location of demographic diversity has changed, the 

issue of racism has become more prominent and has gained legislative and political 

redress and attention.

There has been a significant increase in research on race relations and racism in 

Northern Ireland over the last decade (see Connolly, 2002; Gilligan and Lloyd 2006; 

Hayes and Dowds 2006; Jarman and Monaghan 2003; Connolly and Khaoury, 2007; 

Khaoury, 2007; 2008). Reported incidents of racism and racist harassment in 

Northern Ireland have escalated and increasingly are being recognised as a major 

societal issue (Lentin and McVeigh 2006a; McVeigh, 2006b; McVeigh and Rolston 

2007). As reports of racism in the city increased, Belfast was dubbed ‘the Race Hate 

Capital of Europe’ by the BBC (BBC Online 2004). More recently, Sir Hugh Orde, 

Chief Constable of the Police Service of Northern Ireland (PSNI), opined that racist 

violence is the biggest threat to social stability in Northern Ireland (Kampfner, 2006). 

Although these media discourses are often overly simplistic and sensationalist 

(Lentin and McVeigh 2006b), the argument that racism in Northern Ireland has 

rapidly increased is supported by PSNI statistics.
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In 1999/00 the total amount of ‘racial incidents’ conveyed to the police stood at 93; 

in 2003/04 the figure was 453; and by 2006/07 the total number had jumped to 1,047 

(PSNI, 2007).13 These statistics suggest a doubling of racist incidents in the past 

three years alone. As well as having the largest concentration of ethnically-identified 

minorities, Belfast has been the site for the most number of racial incidents. In 

2003/04, 217 of the 403 incidents reported occurred there; and in 2006/07 305 racial 

incidents were reported in the city (PSNI 2007). These incidents have not been 

spread evenly across the city. The largest numbers in 2006/07 were recorded in 

South Belfast (126), followed by North Belfast (82) and East Belfast (79), with only 

18 recorded in West Belfast (PSNI, 2007). Currently, the PSNI has reported that 

during 2009/10 the number of racist incidents increased by 48 (+4.8%). During 

2008/09, Northern Ireland recorded 1,788 sectarian and racist crimes in 2008/09 

(PSNI, 2011). Taking into account population size, England and Wales had 0.63 and 

Northern Ireland 1.00 hate crimes per 1,000 population, respectively. In Northern 

Ireland most types of racist harassment was recorded as abuse and assault on 

property, disturbingly, one-quarter of incidents involved physical assault (Jarman and 

Monaghan, 2003).

In 2003 Neil Jarman conducted a study to investigate the association between racist 

harassment and young people. He examined data from police records of incidents 

and cases based on abuse and associated violence. Findings from the study indicated 

that teenagers were more susceptible to be exposed to physical attacks than another 

forms of harassment. Moreover, the findings indicated that adolescents were more 

than likely to be the perpetrators of the racist crime. The stereotypical offender, 

according to Jarman (2003) was ‘young, white, male and over the age of 16’ 

(Jarman, 2003: 31).

In relation to racial prejudice, there have been a number of attitudinal studies 

conducted in Northern Ireland in the last decade or so exploring social attitudes to

13 A ‘racial incident’, as defined by the Police Service of Ireland (PSNI), describes any incident with a 
‘race’ dimension - it includes verbal abuse/threat, written material, graffiti, physical assault, attack on 
home and attack on property. From 2003/04 to 2006/07 the most significant increase was recorded in 
verbal abuse/threat, physical assault and attack on home (PSNI, 2007).
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race and race relations in the region. These also provide an indication of how race is 

central to the attitudes and identities of the majority settled White population. In 

comparing people’s attitude over that period, Gillian and Lloyd (2005) have drawn 

attention to a trend for people to claim they are more prejudiced now than ten years 

ago and also that racial prejudice is generally more of a problem now than it used to 

be. The latest survey conducted by the same authors (2006) stated there was more 

racism in Northern Ireland compared to five years ago and more evidence for people, 

to say they are racially more prejudiced in 2005 than in 1994. It is not possible to 

determine whether these trends reflect real shifts and because of the tendency for 

respondents to under-report socially undesirable attitudes such as this hence, it is 

difficult to read too much into the actual evidence provided. Moreover, because of 

the subjective nature of attitudinal surveys, there is no way of determining whether 

prejudice has actually increased or decreased over this period. However Connolly 

and Keenan’s research (2000b) mentioned above, although a little outdated, does 

provide an indication that adults in the region would be more willing to mix with 

those from the other main ethno-national identity than people from the minority 

ethnic communities. Again while it would be inappropriate to focus on the precise 

figures involved, nonetheless, this is a significant finding. Of course it would be rash 

to draw too many conclusions from the findings of these studies but what these 

findings hints at is that, in relative terms, Northern Ireland is likely to be 

fundamentally structured and informed by race, given that levels of racial prejudice 

appear to be more substantial than sectarian prejudice in the region (McVeigh, 2006; 

Connolly and Khaoury, 2007; Knox, 2011).

It is important to stress at this juncture, this study is not in any way claiming that one 

cultural/political tradition is more racist than another. Both Protestants and Catholics 

can be racist, and racism has occurred in both loyalist and republican areas (see 

Geoghegan, 2010). As Connolly and Khaoury (2007) argue, when considering 

whether either of the ethno-national communities are more racially prejudiced,

Even when we put ... factors together (i.e. when we know a 
person’s gender, their age, their religion, where they live and their 
social class background) this can only predict their level of racial 
prejudice with an accuracy of just 11.3% (2007: 204).
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That is to say, amongst the population, the disparity of prejudice levels is so huge 

one cannot categorically make significant and consistent deductions about the degree 

of discrimination among the two ethno-national groups.14

Khaoury (2006) has suggested that the two majority ethnic identities although, 

founded by particular ideologies, are both, nevertheless, racialized and shaped upon 

a sense of Whiteness’ (see also Connolly and Khaoury, 2007, McVeigh, 2011). For 

Khaoury and others ‘Whiteness is a key marker around which lines of inclusion and 

exclusion are drawn, it remains a taken for granted and normalised aspect of identity 

- one which is rarely stated or critically interrogated’ (Khaoury, 2006, see also Dyer, 

1997; Fine et al.' 1997; Frankenberg, 1997). As explained earlier, the conflict and 

ongoing divisions that exist within the region between the majority ethnic Protestant 

and Catholic groups has tended to dominate the political agenda (Hainsworth, 1998; 

Connolly, 2002). This, in turn, has the consequence of further marginalising and 

thus denying the importance of racial divisions in Northern Ireland (Connolly, 2005). 

However, and something that will be discussed later in this thesis, it is present where 

the processes of Whiteness are clearly evident, as minority ethnic people are 

reminded, through acts of Othering, discrimination and harassment, of their outsider 

status.

With this in mind, it is worth stressing that ‘nationalism and unionism and thus by 

default Catholic and Protestant collective identities, are fundamentally and 

irrevocably racialized and exclusionary’ (Khaoury, 2006). As will be discussed in 

Chapter Three, identities are socially constructed and the key point to make is that 

the current tendency for Protestant and Catholic identities to be strongly associated 

with Whiteness is a reflection of particular socio-economic and political historical 

developments (Connolly and Khaoury, 2007).

14 For example, it has been argued that: ‘Northern Ireland has the highest proportion of bigoted people 
in the Western world. According to a 2007 University of Ulster report by Borooah and Mangan 2006, 
based on a survey of 32,000 people in 19 European countries, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the 
US. It found that the main targets of Northern Ireland’s bigots were homosexuals, followed by 
immigrants or foreign workers’ (Hull, 2009).
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Institutional racism is also deemed to be very much part of the societal and 

institutional problem in Northern Ireland. A growing body of research evidence has 

helped to document minority ethnic people’s experiences and needs and has begun to 

map out the key issues that require attention. Two key themes have tended to 

underpin this work: an emphasis on institutional racism as implicated in the 

provision of public services to minority ethnic people in the region, and also the 

more specific issue of racist harassment. As regards the former, a growing number 

of studies have emerged since the mid-1990s that have examined how well minority 

ethnic people’s needs are being address by a variety of public services including 

education, health, housing, social security, training and employment.

There are numerous detailed and specific insights into the nature of institutional 

racism within Northern Ireland (for example Connolly, 2002; McVeigh, 2006; 

Khaoury, 2008; MN Craith, et al., 2008). This thesis cannot outline all of the 

empirical evidence illustrating this is the case. Nevertheless, four key issues have 

tended to emerge across the studies reviewed: firstly, the subject of a language 

barrier between minority ethnic people who speak little/no English trying to access 

services (Bamardos 1995; Mann-Kler, 1997); secondly, the lack of information that 

is readily available in different language formats (Mann-Kler, 1997, Connolly, 2002; 

Holder, 2001); thirdly, the lack of race and cultural awareness training of service 

providers e.g. in the health system or teachers (NCB, 2010) and finally, the tendency 

of particular services not to recognise and attempt to meet the specific dietary and 

cultural requirements (Mann-Kler, 1997; Hainsworth, 1998; Connolly, 2002). All 

four of these key issues tend to reflect the emphasis placed within the notion of 

institutional racism on those policies and practices that, however unintentional and 

unwitting, tend to collectively disadvantage minority ethnic communities.15

An important notion to consider when discussing the term institutional racism is to 

view it as useful for emphasising the unwitting and unintentional nature of

15 For example it has been found the criminal justice system in Northern Ireland was tarnished by 
institutional racism (see The Next Stephen Lawrence, 2006).

27



institutional racism; as it allows a focus on processes and outcomes without the need 

to point the finger of blame at individuals. However, there are also limitations to this 

as it reduces institutional racism too readily to acts of thoughtlessness and ignorance. 

Indeed, as the Equality Commission found:

... [d]enial is very common, but there have been far too many cases 
of racial abuse for it to be credible. This tip-toeing round the issue 
of racism serves only to delay the initiatives that need to be taken 
to counter the problem in Northern Ireland. (McGill and Oliver 
reported 2002: 36)

Indeed, as others have pointed out, with the existence of direct forms of racism, racist 

harassment and prejudiced attitudes it is difficult to argue the existence of 

institutional racism in Northern Ireland is an inconsiderate and uninformed process 

(Connolly and Khaoury, 2007).

Thus far I have outlined research on the minority ethnic communities in Northern 

Ireland which has recognized the continuing existence of different forms of racism: 

namely accounts of racist harassment and the evidence of institutional racism (Mann- 

Kler 1997; McVeigh, 2006; Hainsworth 1998; Connolly and Khaoury, 2007). 

However, in relation to experiences of schooling, only a limited number of studies 

included a detailed focus on the lives of minority ethnic young people.

Minority Ethnic Young People in Northern Ireland

Although there is a growing body of literature on the experiences of minority ethnic 

communities residing in Northern Ireland, there remains an absence of large scale 

quantitative studies of the experience of these communities in general and of children 

and young people in particular (Mann-Kler 1997; Connolly and Keenan 2000b; 

Animate 2004; Biggart, 2009). Of the research that is available, five key themes 

relating to minority ethnic students in Northern Ireland have been identified. Firstly, 

the need for more focused support for children whose second language is English 

(Holder, 2001). A large percentage of these children who begin school originate 

from homes where English is not spoken or is the second or third language in the 

home. Although such children adapt to their environment eventually, there 

nonetheless has been a call from various quarters (parents, researchers and lobbyists)
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for a more focused approach by the educational boards to support them in their first 

few months at school (Mann-Kler, 1997). Additionally, refugee groups have also 

highlighted a concern for refugee and asylum seeker children and young people who 

face the same language needs when they arrive in Northern Ireland (McVeigh, 2002). 

Nonetheless, there is an indication of services addressing these needs by local 

Education and Library Boards (Leong, 2002, see also STEP, 2005; Betts and 

Elamilton, 2006).

The second theme that has arisen in the literature on minority ethnic children and 

young people is also related to language. Both Mann-Kler’s, 1997 and Leong’s, 

2002 research has indicated that parents want their children to be taught their mother 

tongue within a formalised educational environment, with a view to obtaining a 

formalised qualification. Dunn et al. (2003) found similar results in their report and 

suggested additional methods of simplifying the teaching.

Another main theme that has underpinned research with young minority ethnic 

people in Northern Ireland is that of racist harassment as Connolly and Keenan state: 

‘There is ample evidence to suggest that the racist harassment of minority ethnic 

pupils in schools in Northern Ireland is far from an insignificant or marginal 

problem’ (Connolly and Keenan, 2002:353 see also Mann-Kler, 1997; Chinese 

Welfare Association, 2000; Connolly, 2000; 2001 and Jarman, 2003).16 Moreover, 

and according to Connolly and Keenan (2002), ‘66% of minority ethnic children 

experienced racist harassment’. Their research found various forms of racism from 

physical assault to more understated and discursive forms of behaviour concluding 

the young minority ethnic person usually found themselves in an ‘environment of 

harassment’ (2002:353). It is worth mentioning that although there are police figures 

and some studies indicating racist harassment of young people these should be 

considered the bare bones of the problem. Research has indicated young people are 

more willing to endure frequent abuse before they choose to inform an adult about 

the event (Jarman, 2003).

16 Research evidence has identified racist name-calling as the most widespread form of harassment 
(Connolly, 2001; Jarman, 2003).
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The final theme identified in the literature relating to minority ethnic children and 

young people was a desire by parents, the young people themselves (including other 

key stake holders such as youth agencies) to develop a more inclusive and plural 

curriculum (Connolly and Keenan 2000b; NicCraith, M., Odhiambo, E. & Moyo, K. 

2008). To be fair to the educational bodies there has been some movement on this; 

however, of the work being done criticisms have been directed toward the 

developments which some regard as being very traditional (hence static and 

reflecting an ‘old style of multiculturalism’). Undeniably, a more intercultural and 

anti-racist approach reflected in the schools' curriculum would be part of the solution 

in helping to address the levels of racist harassment and negative attitudes outlined in 

this chapter (Geoghegan, 2010; NCB, 2010).

Educators in Northern Ireland might respond to the above accusations by stating that 

their schools are not unfriendly or mono-cultural, and promote multiculturalism 

through accommodations and multicultural efforts for minority ethnic youth, As 

Leitia Basford confirms:

Indeed, some schools are attending to the practical cultural 
concerns of their diverse populations, such as modifying clothing 
requirements and/or by recognising diversity through multicultural 
events throughout the school year (2010:488).

Encouragingly, the term multiculturalism is appearing in both academic and non- 

academic accounts of contemporary Northern Ireland (Chan, 2006; McVeigh and 

Rolston 2007; Nash 2005; OFMDFM 2005; Geoghegan, 2010). Nonetheless, while 

these efforts should be considered as a start in a positive direction, schools' efforts at 

providing minority ethnic teenagers with a truly inclusive school environment often 

remain superficial in nature (Ajrouch, 2004; Haw, 1998; Sarroub, 2002 cited in 

Basford: 2010: 488). The difficulty with employing a multicultural perspective is 

that it fails to acknowledge the complex and fluid nature of identity (France, 2007).17 

For example, having particular days such as Diversity Day or hosting events such as

17 Research of multicultural teaching elsewhere has suggested it can be short-sighted and-tokenistic 
and as a consequence could reinforce pupil’s existing racial, cultural and religious stereotypes.
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Multicultural Fairs have the potential to confirm stereotypes and mark minority 

ethnic students as Other, creating an ‘us’ and ‘them’ binary.18

Conclusion
In conclusion, the brief historical overview presented in this chapter has shown that 

up to, and including, the present day sectarianism has been deeply embedded in 

Northern Irish politics and society. Stratification along religious lines has had a 

serious impact on society here since the Ulster Plantations of the seventeenth 

century. This chapter has argued that Northern Ireland itself is a product of sectarian 

division, and that, after its foundation in 1920, discrimination against Catholics 

became a salient feature of governing processes and procedures. Catholic 

disaffection at this state of affairs led, indirectly, to the start of ‘the Troubles’ and the 

widespread sectarian violence for which Northern Ireland was to become infamous.

Despite the new (relatively) peaceful climate, sectarian division remains resilient in 

residential, labour and educational sectors. Although sectarianism remains a feature 

of Northern Irish society, this chapter has shown that significant changes have taken 

place since the Agreement. The cessation of armed conflict has been accompanied 

by an economic upturn and a desire to move beyond sectarianism that is revealed in 

attempts to construct Northern Ireland as a ‘normal’ society. At the same time as 

efforts are being made to re-imagine Northern Ireland beyond the sectarian binary, 

the region has recorded levels of net in-migration for the first time. The history and 

geography of ethnically-identified minorities presented in this chapter showed that 

both the origin and number of new migrants coming to Northern Ireland has changed 

significantly since the Agreement. At the same time as migration has increased a 

‘crisis’ in racist violence has emerged in Northern Ireland. Academic, media and 

political attention have all focused on the rising numbers of racist incidents. 

Consequently, plural agendas that have emerged in Northern Ireland have done so 

against this backdrop of increased migration and racism, and in the context of a

18 As Siapera suggests: ‘Multiculturalism is represented as static, essentialist and quasi
fundamentalist, and these representations ‘hold persons forever captive in their group memberships’ 
(Siapera, 2006, p. 8 cited in France et al., 2007).
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desire to present Northern Ireland as a ‘normal’ society that is moving beyond 

sectarianism.

Significantly, this chapter has illustrated how racism is a significant problem for 

Northern Ireland. As has been shown, the bulk of the research to date has been 

outlined by the theme of institutional racism. Moreover, this chapter has highlighted 

that far from race having little meaning for the majority White population it actually 

represents one of the keys ways both communities are unified and constituted. 

Indeed, both the dominant majority ethnic groups in Northern Ireland are 

underpinned by notions of their own Whiteness - a perspective only beginning to be 

addressed (Connolly and Khaoury 2007, and McVeigh, 2011). Therefore, more 

work is needed to understand how Whiteness is currently being constructed and 

reproduced by different elements of the population in the region.
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Chapter Two

A Literature Review: Stereotypes, Resistances and Intersectionality

Introduction

In this chapter, I take a step back to examine the wider literature on ‘race’ and young 

people that has created the background within which the research is positioned. This 

chapter attempts to illuminate the thinking about the significance of ethnic-racial 

identity and the way it intersects with other socially created categories such as gender 

and religion, which operate in social institutions and relationships. This chapter is in 

three parts: first, the chapter begins with a discussion of the literature on identity 

formation and articulation; subsequently a review of literature will be explored 

dealing with three themes highlighted in the literature: stereotypes, resistances and 

intersectionality; and, finally, the chapter will review what literature exists pertaining 

to minority ethnic students’ experiences in predominately White schools.

Identity Formation and Articulation

This section starts with a discussion of identity formation and the rationale for how 

identity maybe applied to the lives of minority ethnic students in a mainly White area 

with a strong regional identity. When examining the process of identity it is 

important to understand how an individual negotiates their identity and sustains 

multiple (often conflicting) identities. My use of the concept identity is taken from 

Hall’s interpretation as ‘a process of identification’ and ‘as a structure that is split’ 

between contesting affiliations, and therefore one that ‘always has ambivalence 

within it” (Hall 1991:15). Hall advocates a plural meaning of identities:

By identity or identities, I mean the process that constitute and 
continuously re-form the subject who has to act to speak in the 
social and cultural world (1995:65).

In other words, identities can be understood as being ‘points of temporary 

attachments’ (1995:65) that are dynamic and allow for the continual re-articulation of
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the self, or the elements that constitute this self as these appear at specific points in 

time and space. Hall stated that although identities tend to be constructed as 

monolithic, unified or stable, they are necessary in allowing individuals to interact 

with, and act in, the world (1995:64).

Given the highly personal subjective nature of identities and their formation, Hall 

argues that identities are ‘narratives ... they are stories we tell ourselves about 

ourselves’ (1995:66). Like all personal narratives they can change shape or focus 

according to the location and context (both the context of articulation and the 

broader, socio-cultural/historical context) of the articulation. Moreover, like all other 

personal narratives, they are always and only partial and contingent accounts lacking 

the immutability of truth (Visweswaran, 1994). I t is this contingency, partially and 

contextual nature of identities that leads Hall to describe them as ‘sliding’ (1995:66).

It is important to note however, that, ‘although the various markers of identity are 

often delineated and defined, because identities are incomplete, incoherent and 

temporary attachments (Hall: 1996:6) to particular markers, there will always be an 

overlap or intersections with other identity markers and no individual can ever be 

wholly or solely defined by any one marker of identity. For Imtoual (2006) 

categorically defining identity markers is problematic as they are a sequence of 

intangible notions which alter and combine depending on the context. She contends 

that:

In specific times and locations, it can be argued that certain 
identities can be more easily articulated than others. Moreover, at 
any particular time and place, attachment to one or other marker 
may be more pronounced and relevant depending on the contextual 
circumstance (2006:12).19

This thesis focuses on race as a significant marker of identity given that the main aim 

of this research is to contribute to an understanding of racialization. The discussion 

will be positioned within empirical evidence that offers a method through which 

racialization becomes a significant sensitizing concept. However, this is not to say

19 She quotes Brah’s position that states: ‘identity is never a fixed core, but on the other hand changing 
identities do assume specific concrete patterns as in a kaleidoscope against particular sets of historical 
and social circumstances’(1992:142-3 cited in Imtoual, ibid).
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that other social markers, such as religion and gender, are not significant or do not 

play a role in explaining the experiences and perspectives of minority ethnic 

students. Rather, the challenge is to identify where and when race becomes 

significant in the lives of these young people and how this intersects with other social 

factors.

The dilemma for analysis lies not so much in recognising the moments that these 

markers become more visible, but in articulating them, partly because language is 

always inadequate, but also because the very process of articulation fixes the 

concepts and implies they are unchanging or unchangeable. Despite this, it is still 

necessary to have ways of analysing and discussing identity. One way of doing so is 

to construct meanings and understandings around a number of key markers of 

identity. Various scholars investigating inequality and identity have found 

intersectionality a particular useful paradigm (Essers and Benschop, 2007; Phoenix 

and Pattynama, 2006). This idea of the usefulness of intersectionality is further 

supported by Morris when he maintains that ‘the lens of intersectionality understands 

race, religion and gender factors that might alter the experience and meaning of one 

another’ (Morris, 2007:512). Moreover, within CRT one of the main tenets is the 

notion of intersectionality, for CR theorists intersectionality illustrates the 

complexities held by people who hold multiple and intersecting identities(Bemal, 

2002; Gillbom, 2009; Closson, 2010)..20

For this purpose I draw on an intersectional approach for two reasons: firstly, it 

focuses on a deeper multifaceted understanding than other perspectives that 

rationalise, compartmentalise and essentialize people; and, secondly, intersectionality 

places importance on the multiple positions people maintain and attempts to 

highlight them through multiple interpretations of relationships and how power 

structures mediate these relationships. This notion of intersectionality is developed 

further in the following chapter within the context of Critical Race Theory.

20 According to Davis: ‘Intersectionality can be understood as ‘the interaction of multiple identities 
and experiences of exclusion and subordination’ (Davis, 2008:67).
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This section has provided an understanding of how identity functions within social 

settings and between various actors. Firstly, the section has highlighted Hall’s work 

on identity and concluded that identity negotiation is subjective, complex and 

dynamic; and, secondly, it has argued that identities continuously form and reform 

within and according to context. Finally, the concept of intersectionality was 

touched on arguing that an intersectional perspective would be particularly 

advantageous to utilise when examining identity.

Stereotypical Discourses

The first theme that has emerged from the literature review on the racialized 

experiences of minority ethnic pupils has been concerned with how they have tended 

to be subject to stereotypical assumptions by their peers and teachers (Mac an Ghaill, 

1998; Connolly, 1995; 1998; Epstein, 1993; Mirza, 1992). As Archer states:

Dominant discourses of racialization have been affected by a 
tendency to stereotype and homogenize other cultures which have 
resulted in the re/production of popular discourses that usually 
deny agency and reproduce stereotypical constructions of racialized 
identity” (Archer, 2003).

Furthermore, it has been argued, stereotypical images are entrenched in Britain’s 

colonial history but re-worked in a definition of minority ethnic people as a 

‘problem’ whereby they pose a danger to the British way of life (Shain, 2000). This 

racialization process has produced a number of (sometimes) contradictory discourses 

on and by different sections of minority communities; as will be evident in the 

forthcoming empirical chapters

Stereotypical assumptions about Afro-Caribbean male students have in the past been

negative and disparaging. Labels such as underachiever, lazy and aggressive were

some descriptions used to describe them (Sewell, 1998; Shain, 2000. Moreover,

according to Ferguson (2000), these stereotypical assumptions when combined assist

in justifying the punitive repercussions faced by the students. A similar situation was

found in a study examining ‘the experiences of Dominican, Haitian, and West Indian

youth’ by Lopez (2003:9). She found the male respondents particularly endured

scrutiny and tough discipline. The young men according to Lopez’s findings were
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particularly singled out and labelled as problematic in school through the application 

of the school’s strict disciplinary measures.

In contrast, earlier literature on Asian young people portrayed them as hardworking 

and passive. But since the late 1980s, particularly after Salman Rushdie matter and 

in the aftermath of the attacks on America in 2001 and the July 2005 attacks in 

London, wider discourses on Muslim males have been depicted as barbaric and 

backward (Archer, 2003; Hopkins, 2006; 2007; Shain, 2003, 2010). Muslim men, in 

general are being confronted with a sense of devaluation, demarcation and 

demonization. Made through political and media representations the associations 

attached to their identity are notions of intolerance, mistrust, scrutiny and dis-respect. 

In a similar vein Ramji states:

Religion is increasingly seen as the problem especially if you are 
Muslim. The sustained focus on Islam as the definer of self - 
identity has the effect of ossifying religious identity and obscuring 
the gendered, structural and racial positioning of Muslim 
communities, all of which impact on the interpretation of religion 
(Ramji, 2007: 1173).21

Stereotypes are not unique to young men. Suki Ali (2003) has argued that ‘common 

stereotypes for girls arise from the discourses of appropriate femininities for adult 

women and are predicated on race and social classed differences’ (2003:274). 

Furthermore, scholars examining minority ethnic girls within schools like Mirza have 

demonstrated how Black girls in particular are stereotyped as vulgar and noisy and 

blatantly self-confident. These generalisations are further supported by Henry, 1998 

where he found that besides being labelled antagonistic the girls in his study were 

expected to assume particular feminine roles of apathy and contentment. Henry, also 

found the Black girls in his study were not viewed as serious students and 

consequently were off their teacher’s radar and received less praise and reward. 

Moreover, the girls were judged on their social skills rather than academic behaviour.

21 Concurring, Archer and Francis (2005) confirms we have witnessed a “confluence of discourses 
(and moral panics) around ‘race and ethnicity, gender and [social class], which have combined to 
create new, specific educational folk devils” (2005: 388).
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Physical attributes such as skin colour and hair texture were also commented on and 

comments made about (Henry, 1998: 154).

In contrast to Black girls, South Asian girls are frequently seen as submissive, 

discreet, and shy; including been seen as the victims of cultural practices which 

oppress them (Shain, 2000). According to Archer (2001) ‘Some studies examining 

the role of gender in ethnic identity formation have suggested that Asian women are 

particularly ‘mixed up’ because of the double oppression of race and gender and the 

(assumed) restrictive patriarchy of Asian culture’ (Ghuman, 1991; Hogg et al., 1988; 

Sharma and Jones, 1997 cited in Archer, 2001: 82 ). Farzana Shain (2003) maintains 

that such discourses fuel common assumptions in relation to Asian girls’ lives and 

schooling. For Shain, these stereotypical assumptions are short-sighted and do not 

take into account axes of differentiation such as a person’s gender, religion, social 

class (including their regional location) shape their experiences. As Ali maintains:

There has in the past been a tendency to privilege perhaps two out 
of three aspects of identity that is, for example, gender and class or 
gender and race. More recently, however, scholars have been 
tackling these issues within empirical research and are breaking 
new ground in the work of understanding multiply-held 
identifications (Ali, 2003) (see also Morris, 2007 and Phoenix,
2006).

Like their male counterparts Muslim girls are constantly and dynamically defying 

some of the stereotypes and gendered Islamophobia. Within her work on Muslim 

girls, Yasmin Zine (2000; 2001) argues that due to the socio-political and cultural 

sphere Muslim girls especially those who observe the Islamic dress code of wearing 

an hijab create their identities in direct resistance to the typecasts they come across 

in school that portray them as subjugated. Zine’s work is important to this debate 

because she is one of a few writers who have begun to present how racialized women 

are reacting, negotiating and experiencing confrontations within a schooling context. 

Zine’s research on female Muslim identity has enhanced our understanding of the 

schooling experiences of Muslim girls and how they negotiate and construct their 

identities within Canadian schools. One significant finding in her 2006 paper was
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the ardent position taken by the young women at attempts challenging the 

stereotypes they were defined by (Zine, 2006)

Based on narrative analysis, Zine’s respondents were Muslim women from a gender- 

segregated Islamic high school. One could argue that her findings, of resilience and 

strength within a framework of faith were rather predictable due to Zine’s purposive 

sample, that of veiled women. A more varied sampling frame would be interesting, 

for example including a sample of Muslim girls who don’t adhere to Islamic dress 

and a sample of those that do to show possible variation in the findings of the study.

As much as some stereotypical assertions are negative others can equally be used in a 

‘seemingly’ positive light. Waller et al. (2001) have argued whether negative or 

positive such assertions remain ‘racist and likely to have racist consequences in the 

long term’ (163). In a study examining pro-school conformity of Asian - Australian 

women Julie Matthews (2002) argued that cultural stereotypes place individuals in 

challenging and insecure relationships. Matthews found practices of racialization and 

sexuality sustained a positive stereotype for the Asian females to a point. Within 

school the respondents were successful in securing academic success and labelled as 

ideal pupils, passive and conforming. However upon leaving school securing 

success in the employment market became problematic because the same stereotypes 

acted against the women and limited their educational opportunities.

Similarly, in their work both Gillbom (1990) and Connolly (1998) have discovered 

that stereotypes (albeit positive) directed at Asian pupils can be challenging for those 

included within them. The idea of stereotypes as having a detrimental effect, for 

theorising identity, is further supported by Yuval-Davis when she maintains that:

Such constructions straight)acket pupils’ identities and educational 
experiences and ‘homogenise and naturalise social categories and 
groups and deny shifting boundaries as well as internal power 
differences and conflicts of interest (Yuval-Davisl994:179 cited in 
Archer, 2005:106).
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Other academics have tended to go beyond the victimology paradigm. Debates 

around choice are becoming more prevalent in the scholarship regarding Muslim 

woman, such as Ramji (2007). Writing about Asian women, Ramji (2007) criticizes 

the notion Asian females don’t have options and autonomy. She argues against ‘the 

popular notion that Asian women are oppressed and damaged due to having to 

negotiate between two opposing worlds of home and work’ (Ramji, 2007:1174).

Moreover, Hutnik and Street (2010) have suggested that maybe by examining 

British-Muslim identity differently a more positive story might emerge. Hence, in 

the case where some people might view ‘the shyness and submissiveness of Muslim 

girls [this could] be seen as respectfulness; [furthermore] that what is seen as 

oppression within the Muslim family be interpreted as protectiveness, that what is 

seen as traditionalism of Muslim women with respect to clothing be appreciated as 

modesty and what is seen as despotic patriarchy be seen as loving support” (Hutnik 

and Street, 2010:34).

This section has identified a prevalence of stereotypical assumptions in the literature 

regarding minority ethnic students. It illustrated stereotypes existed both in the 

studies through minority ethnic students daily lives in schools and within the earlier 

writings by academics who either used static representations to explain the social 

worlds of minority ethnic students or based their analysis on culturally-deficient 

paradigms. Nevertheless, there was an indication in the literature that scholars in the 

field were acknowledging that identities needed be viewed as more complex fluid 

and dynamic and thus, empirical evidence was beginning to highlight notions of 

resilience and resistance alongside the complexities of contemporary identities. This 

section will examine empirical work that employs the notion of resistance.

Resistance

Classical resistance studies have usually been interpreted in response to reproduction 

theories in education and explanations of anti-school behaviours, devoid of any 

notions of human agency (Zine, 2000). Furthermore, earlier studies such as Willis 

(1977) study on working class boys were criticised for essentialist accounts of the 

working class boys or for its reduction account of macho resistance (McRobbie, 1991
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cited in McFadden, 1995:296). It was the emergence of Marxist theories seen in the 

work of scholars such as Giroux (1983) that a shift in the theory took place. Giroux 

saw resistance as a possible resource of radical social change (McFadden, 1995). 

Thereafter a number of studies began addressing the concept of resistance with ‘fresh 

eyes’. The most prominent being Mac an Ghaill’s work (1988). In an ethnographic 

study of 25 African and Asian students he discovered the students’ contempt for the 

racism that existed in their school. Nevertheless they maintained a positive position 

in an attempt to receive a good education, despite their experiences of racism. 

Importantly, Mac an Ghaill utilised resistance theory to illustrate the student’s 

resistance to the schools structure. Their resistance in other words was anti- 

institutional not anti-education. More recently, this alternative interpretation of 

resistance and other variations of the concept have become more prevalent in the 

literature.

Cynthia Joseph (2006) applies resistance theory to illustrate how the female students 

she interviewed responded to gender inequality in their schooling environment (50). 

Joseph (2006) found that patriarchy was the locus of oppression for the ‘Malay, 

Chinese and Indian schoolgirls’ (40) she interviewed. In her study Joseph argued that 

‘inequalities within the social and educational system are manifested through the 

notion of patriarchy, which is in turn intertwined with the politics of ethnic 

identification’ (2006:50). Joseph employed various methods of collecting research 

materials including ‘free-format essays, semi-structured one-to-one interviews, group 

interviews and observations in and out of the classroom. There were also 

observations and informal conversations with the girls out of school’ (Joseph, 

2006:41). Joseph’s study is significant in that she illustrates how depending on 

location and context schoolgirls negotiated a school identity through multiple forms 

of oppression. This was evident through the discourses they faced and experiences 

they met with. According to Joseph, the use of resistance theory assisted her in 

‘unpacking the link between the state, schooling as an institutional practice, and the 

expressed experience of students’ (2006:5). Moreover, the utilization of resistance 

theory highlighted the various types of oppressions they faced and resistances they 

negotiated within school.
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Jasmine Zine (2000) has also utilised the concept of resistance in her work on 

research on Muslim students in Canada. In one of her earlier articles she investigates 

the lives of 13 Muslim pupils in secondary school. Her findings were based on 

interviews, observations at ‘school-based student forums and Muslim youth 

programmes in local mosques’ (294). Zine’s focus was to investigate how the 

students navigated their understanding of their Muslim identity and practice, and 

consequently their schooling experiences. Drawing on resistance, Zine moves away 

from what she calls the ‘classist notions’ that ‘essentialize the causes and modes of 

resistance’ which she states may overemphasis the saliency of social class 

(2000:313). This follows from what was mentioned previously in regards to 

resistance being used to explain class-based theories of student resistance. Instead 

Zine introduces formalised resistance strategies. According to Zine, the emphasis 

here is on:

Organising dissent whether from school authority or other forms of 
subordination and marginalisation, and utilising the systemic 
processes to advocate for collective interests and to expose issues 
of racism and discrimination (Zine, 2000:299).

Formalised resistance took shape via the students’ knowledge of the systems and 

processes of their schools in order for them to achieve their emancipatory objective. 

Zine attempted to redefine student resistance to describe the schooling experiences of 

Muslim students. Zine’s achieved this by demonstrating contemporary forms of 

resistance negotiated by the students. In her attempt to broaden a theoretical 

understanding of resistance Zine’s findings suggested resistance takes on various 

dimensions such as issues of voice, representation and inclusion. More generally, 

Zine discovered when confrontational behaviour did exist it was directed to the 

appropriate channels with the intention of eliminating exclusion and marginalisation 

faced by the students themselves.

In a separate study Zine (2006), examines gendered Islamophobia and resistance 

through the practice of veiling. Her study was based on 49 interviews with students, 

teachers, school administrators and parents (for this article she used the Muslim girls
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interviews only). Zine also employed other research methods, namely classroom 

observation and action research. Zine contends that veiled Muslim girls find 

themselves having to face various challenges from different quarters of society:

Muslim girls face multiple challenges within the constructions of 
their gendered identities, being subject to patriarchal forms of 
regulation relating to their body and dress within the Muslim 
community on the one hand, and negative stereotypes and gendered 
Islamophobia within mainstream society, on the other (Zine, 2006: 
250).

In her study Zine has illustrated the interaction of gender and religion and the 

multiple positions Muslim women resist and negotiate from both mainstream society 

and their family if they choose to wear the veil. Her study gave voice to the Muslim 

women and presented their experiences as a subordinated group. Amongst her 

findings, Zine discovered there was a keenness to encourage activism by finding or 

reinventing traditions of resistance when the women faced Islamophobia.

Another interesting discovery Zine made was that resistance was not uniform in 

nature. Some of the women named and challenged what they saw as Islamic 

patriarchal constructions and others resisted western orientalist constructions of 
themselves as "Muslim women".22 Veiling, according to Zine,

“[H]as entered the popular imagination in Western societies as the 
quintessential marker of the Muslim world and as a practice 
synonymous with religious fundamentalism and extremism... [In 
this context] the bodies of veiled women operate as cultural 
signifiers of social difference and [a] social threat [and] 
represents] fidelity to a patriarchal order which is a danger to 
women’s autonomy” (2006:242).

The study was important because it indicated that Muslim women resist and 

negotiate, regularly in ambiguous and multiple ways. They resist, challenge, and

22 As Zine notes: ‘Muslim female identity resists both patriarchal fundamentalism and secular 
Islamophobia negotiating the complex epistemological and ontological terrain of race, ethnicity, 
religion and gender’ (Zine, 2006: 250).
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negotiate their way through individual and collective approaches in a complex world 

of sexism, patriarchy and religious discrimination.

The problem with this particular part of Zine’s argument is that such a proposition is 

akin to pathologizing theories and restrictive conceptualizations of Muslim women. 

Hence, there is a disconnection between the realities of the Muslim women and their 

multiple experiences. This begs the question can one paradigm explain in depth the 

social nuances and facets that constitute Muslim identity (Zine, 2002)? What would 

be preferable is a framework to analyse the social and political realties as Mufti has 

argued:

The meanings that have been inscribed on the Muslim woman’s 
body as “oppressed” or as a passive victim of patriarchal 
domination provide limited ways of understanding the complex 
narratives through which Muslim women actually live their lives as 
actors and resistors (Mufti:2004).

There clearly is a gap in the literature that needs to address the more authentic modes 

of representation, a body of research that names realistic identities and realities, to 

develop counter-stories that confront the dominance and cultural power some 

Muslim women face.

Despite the somewhat narrow interpretation offered by writers such as Zine (2002) 

(2006) it can be argued that their work still provides a valuable theoretical lens in 

which to examine agency, and counter- action between students and schools. 

Resistance, as Zine affirms, is a meaningful and theoretical framework for examining 

minority ethnic identity construction and negotiation embodying a:

Reconstructed notion of resistance removed from a classist, 
structuralist construction, which acknowledges the need to 
privilege other forms of social difference when theorising forms of 
opposition (Zine, 2000: 296).

This section has addressed the notion of resistance in the empirical literature and 

highlighted how it evolved from a notion that focused on a narrow interpretation of 

student behaviour to one that is gaining more prominence in the sociology of
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education literature and a concept that has developed into a complex notion with 

many layers and uses.

Intersectionality

Finally, the literature review confirmed the social categories of race and gender, 

along with religion, should be viewed as interlocking systems of inequalities, 

subordination and domination (Anderson and Collins, 2007; Collins, 1990, 1998). In 

other words, race, gender and religion have differential effects which operate through 

hierarchies of power and privilege, even though some might be invisible systems of 

power. (Whiteness would be considered an invisible form of power whereby systems 

of privilege are the unexamined norm from which all others are judged). There was 

a tendency within early accounts of identity to treat categories such as race, gender, 

social class and religion as separate and fixed24. However, it was not long before 

scholars began realising given the complexity of identity and the multifaceted 

locations of these categories an alternative framework was needed to assess the 

diversity of experiences.

If we are to accept that identity is dynamic and multiple the most appropriate 

framework that would capture both structure and consequences between two or more 

axes of differentiation is intersectionality. Moreover, the paradigm recognises that 

experiences and outcomes are contingent on social context and an individual’s social 

position; as Ghorashi explains:

Identity construction is not an isolated psychological process; 
people take their sense of self mainly from the concrete situations 
in which they find themselves and in interaction with relevant 
others. This implies that identity is multiple and 'somewhat fluid, 
situationally contingent, and the perpetual subject and object of 
negotiation (Ghorashi, 2003: 20).

2j As Anderson notes: ‘Whiteness is viewed as culturally hegemonic; its hegemony is maintained by 
seeing natural or just not being questioned’ (Andersen, 2010:171).

24 At times race and gender seemed to be understood as two distinct categories white women would 
possess gender and black woman would have only race.

25 Any one category may be more significant or experienced differently
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Consequently, academics have begun applying the conception of intersectionality to 

understand these multiple identities (as mentioned earlier in this chapter and will be 

discussed in more depth in the next chapter). The concept of intersectionality is of 

major importance when discussing the intersection of race and other axes of 

differentiation because it moves the scholarship away from essentializing arguments 

as Collins and Solomos point out:

[I]intersectionality in the racialization processes constitutes ‘an 
especially fruitful area of investigation for the field of race and 
ethnic studies ... [it has become] increasingly impossible to think 
about race and ethnicity as mono-constructs unaffected by gender, 
age, sexuality ability citizenship status and economic status 
(Collins and Solomos, 2010:522).

While intersectionality will be discussed in more depth in the following section, it is 

important to introduce it at this point to indicate how it can provide a framework for 

understanding the interconnections of race, gender, religion and so on.

Farzana Shain conducted research with 44 Asian girls in eight secondary schools 

across two regions of England (the student sample comprised of‘Muslim, Hindu and 

Sikh schoolgirls of Pakistani, Indian and Bangladeshi descent’ (ix). Through her 

analysis of the girls’ experiences she considers the part schooling can play in 

determining the identities of minority ethnic students. Shain’s attention was directed 

at exposing the cultural pathology discourse that surrounded the girls as passive and 

victims of fixed cultures. Her analysis illustrated how the identities of the students 

were constantly being shaped through their experience and locations of those 

experiences. She exposed the simplistic view assigned to Asian girls as subservient 

and limited by cultural constraints as rudimentary and proposed more complex 

dynamics to explain their negotiations, based on their multiple identities; intersected 

with their religious affiliation. By intersecting the personalities, gender and religion 

of the girls Shain illustrated the various ways the respondents made sense of their

^According to Knudsen (2007) : ‘The concept can be a useful analytical tool in tracing how certain 
people seem to get positioned as not only different but also troublesome and, in some instances,
marginalized’(62).
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lives and the active role they took in making sense of and responding to their 

environments.

A further reason Shain’s research should be seen as significant is her capacity to 

amalgamate various dimensions of social identity (i.e. religious, cultural and 

political). In accordance with Brah and Phoenix (2004:80) arguments, single aspects 

of self cannot be presented as reality, but must be represented in accordance with 

their ‘contradictory and conflictual relations to each other’. Shain’s study enabled the 

reader to consider identity as inter-subjective and a series of events that are inter

locked in continuous negotiation with each other. As Diggins, (2011: 1) points out: 

‘who we are is never a pre-given reality, but constructed, performed, enacted, and 

filtered through structured discursive formations’.

One methodological flaw that can be levelled at Shain’s study is that her sampling 

frame was not varied in terms of socio-economic background; the Asian girls in 

Shain’s study are mainly from working-class backgrounds. I am not disputing that 

they are far from a homogenous group, as they do represent a range of diverse 

backgrounds in relation to religion (i.e. those from Muslim, Hindu and Sikh 

backgrounds), country of familial origin (mainly Pakistan, India and Bangladesh) 

and ethnicity (i.e. Pathans, Kashmiris, Punjabis, Gujeratis, Sylhetis and Bengalis). 

And yet they still retain much in common. As many of the accounts provided by the 

Asian girls in the book clearly illustrate, they can all often be repositioned through 

racist discourses simply as ‘Pakis’. Hence, it is fair to state that for as much as there 

is diversity at a certain level, there exists commonality as well in regards to the 

effects of race. Shain’s primary focus on the experiences and effects of racism for the 

girls, restricted her analysis where she could have explored other factors within the 

schooling environment.

Like resistance the concept of intersectionality has been in existence for a long time 

however this was never operationalized within some of the earlier work that, for 

example, examined concepts such as race and gender in isolation. This section has
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addressed the notion of intersectionality used particularly in Shain’s (2003) study. 

Shain’s study is a good example with which to highlight the merits of 

intersectionality despite the occasional flaws as mentioned above, because she draws 

attention to how intersectionality as a framework captures the complexity and 

contradictory positions multiple identities contain. A further reason Shain’s research 

has significance was that through her use of intersectionality, social norms such as 

Whiteness and white feminisim were brought to the fore, as Brah and Phoenix 

(2004:80) state ‘ intersectionality provides the foundation for centring normative 

feminisms and challenges gendered forms of whiteness as the normative subject of 

western imagination’(cited in Diggins, 2011).

27

Mainly White Schools

The section above examined literature addressing mainly multi-ethnic and inner-city 

areas. It was, however, considered important to review and discover what the 

particular experiences were of minority ethnic students in predominantly White 

areas, even though there remains a limited amount of empirical evidence in the 

field. A brief glance at various reports pertaining to the experiences of minority 

ethnic students in mainly white schools contends that the young people usually faced 

unfriendliness and hostility. (Gaine, 1987; Troyna and Hatcher (1992); Cline, 2002; 

Connolly 2005; MEPESS; 2006). Additionally, research has discovered teachers are 

inclined to misjudge the quantity and strength of racist bullying within schools 

toward minority ethnic pupils. Cline uses Mould’s (1986) study to illustrate this 

point. The study was conducted in Tyneside and found school personnel in the main 

expressed unperturbed ‘views on the amount of racism in the schools, yet 75% of a 

sample of 300 pupils conveyed negative views of minority ethnic people in essays
9Qthat the researchers asked them to write on the subject’ (Cline et al, 2002:76).

27 Due to word limit constraints one study was used to draw attention to the merits of intersectionality.

28See Connolly and Keenan (2000) and Geoghegan (2010) who call for more empirical research in 
mainly White areas and Geoghegan (2010)

29 Akhtar and Stronach’s (1986) investigation with Asian students discovered students had been 
exposed to verbal provocation but that teachers who were interviewed in the same study under
estimated it.
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Chris Gaine’s work in the late 1980s was innovative in the sense that he focused on 

racial attitudes in predominantly White schools, thereby shifting the emphasis on 

multicultural schools. In Gaine’s first book No Problem Here (Gaine 1987) 

examined minority ethnic children’s experiences of racial exclusion in a majority 

White British county. The book’s title reflected Gaine’s interpretations on the 

recurrent usage of this expression in response to the minority ethnic presence. The 

underlying assumption was that because there were few minority ethnic children in 

the county, there would not be any problems with issues that their presence might 

raise. Gaine’s research revealed powerful negative sentiments, the key themes that 

emerged were: a complete ignorance about colonial history; a conviction that most 

Black and Asian people are on social security; a belief that Black and Asian 

immigration and a very high birth rate has produced a housing shortage. Gaine 

acknowledges that many of the attitudes he uncovered could be called racist he 

writes: ‘Pupils are misinformed and intolerant about many things, but my thesis here 

is that they are not simply misinformed but dangerously so’ (1995:10).

Eight years later Gaine returned to the same theme in his second book Still No 

Problem Here (1995) and found that attitudes had not fundamentally altered in the
O A

intervening years. Upon evaluation of similar work and conducting his own 

evaluation in mainly white areas Gaine (1995) states:

Almost all pupils, in almost all parts of the country, have 
considerable levels of confusion, misunderstanding, learned 
misinformation and ignorance about ‘race’. Many have high levels 
of prejudice and hostility (p. 14 cited in Cline, 2002:9).

Gaine argues in the book that pupils' and teachers' perceptions on race are altering, 

mainly in areas where White people have limited interaction with ethnic minority 

communities. Remaining with the idea he initially explored in his book "No Problem

30 Various scholars have presented findings from empirical work indicating racism takes place in 
mainly White schools (Gaine, 1987, 1995; Cline; 2002 Nayak, 1999).
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Here", Gaine’s work discovers current concepts and approaches that promote 

inclusiveness and racial equality.

Paul Connolly and Michaela Keenan (2002) described similar incidents of racist 

aggravation with minority ethnic young people in their case study conducted in 

Northern Ireland. Their sample consisted of ‘children and young people from the 

largest minority ethnic groups in the region’ (2002: 341). Data from in-depth 

interviews with 32 children and 43 parents found the harassment to be ‘far from an 

insignificant or marginal problem’ (2002: 353). This study was noteworthy for two 

reasons: firstly, it provided evidence of the prominence of racialization including 

racism in mainly White areas; and, secondly, this was the first study conducted in a 

mainly White area with a strong regional identity, which began accounting 

experiences of a small minority group of young people in mainly White schools.

As highlighted above, previously any research relating to minority ethnic children 

and young people have concentrated on racism or challenges faced either by pupils 

or teachers (see Cline et al, 2002 for more examples). Recently the literature has not 

been so narrow in focus, Cline et a/’s Minority Ethnic Pupils in Mainly White 

Schools (2002) and Minority Ethnic Pupils' Experiences of School in Scotland 

(MEPESS) are an example.

Both studies focused a little more on minority students’ identity negotiation and 

found that aspects of ethnicity were central to the minority ethnic pupil’s 

identification as confirmed earlier in this chapter. These two studies are useful to this 

review because readers are beginning to develop a sense of how race in a mainly 

White context operates in and through social institutions and social relationships. 

Additionally, in both reports, the evidence distinguishes how racial stereotypes affect 

minority students and how their experiences are similar and interrelated but unique 

as well.

Cline and his colleagues explored the position of minority ethnic pupils in 

predominately white schools by examining the experiences and perceptions of pupils, 

parents and teachers (2002). To address the research they conducted a large scale
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study in three parts: part one focused on a survey of educational results produced by 

local authorities; parts two and three focused on 14 schools in four mainly white 

regions in England with in part two both white and minority ethnic students 

completing a questionnaire while part three focused on minority ethnic students 

exclusively.

The pupils interviewed in Cline’s study (2002) stated that aspects of their ethnic / 

racial backgrounds were important to them although there was a significant 

difference in how far the young minority ethnic people said ‘they would have liked 

to see their ethnic identity expressed in the schooling environment ’(p.l). Generally 

the authors reported a colour-blind attitude by the schools that down-played cultural 

and ethnic differences. This was confirmed by the pupils who felt they were not 

being understood and their religious identities were not acknowledged or respected.

A second significant finding from Cline’s study was the high proportion of racist 

name calling and verbal abuse face by the minority ethnic children. According to the 

findings over a third of the respondents reported verbal abuse. This occurred both at 

school and during the journey to school. Worryingly, the harassment was reported to 

be continuous and unrelenting.

The central aim in MEPESS (2006) was to ascertain and record the experiences of 

minority ethnic pupils in Scotland (the sample included schools with a small number 

of pupils from a minority ethnic background). The authors applied a mixed-methods 

approach similar to Cline et al.’s study, semi-structured interviews and focus groups 

were used with teachers, parents and pupils. Other methods such as ‘postal 

questionnaires, documentary evidence and analysis of quantitative data’ (2006:3) 

(pertaining to attainment results) were examined as well.

Results from MEPESS (2006) were comparable to those of Cline at al’s (2002) 

study. In that the students were conscious of their ethnic / racial identities and spoke 

more about how it felt to be “‘the only ones” of their ethnic group in the school or 

part of a group of just a few visible minority ethnic pupils’ (2006:177). Importantly, 

it was the student’s opinion that visible characteristics, religion and nationality
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determined if they were accepted or not. Consequently, peer groups were considered 

to be important and made a difference to the young minority ethnic students feeling 

included and excluded.

As in Cline’s study there were daily incidents of racism, both in overt and covert 

forms with racist name calling being the most common. However, according to the 

authors of the report, these upsetting incidents were not acknowledged by the 

teachers in their interviews with them. Racism by the teachers was not seen as a 

problem nor was there any accounts surrounding racist bullying.

A further significant finding that came from the study is that gender seemed to have a 

consequence on the experiences of the minority ethnic young people interviewed. 

Gender issues were significant in two particular situations. Firstly, several of the 

teachers said they faced sexism from some of the male pupils. The teachers felt 

uneasy about broaching the subject of sexism with the male pupils because they felt 

the sexism was linked to faith and cultural practices. Secondly, the data from the 

minority ethnic girls indicated they were limited by their own choices in respect to 

social and school activities (particularly when attending secondary school).

Although there has been some literature examining the schooling experiences of 

minority ethnic young people, much of the literature has in the main, simply 

concentrated on racism and race relations or on challenges experienced by White 

teachers (Gaine, 2000). Additionally the majority of studies are designed and 

conducted as government reports and therefore are not very academic in nature and 

missing an academic account that thoroughly explains the experiences of young 

minority ethnic people in mainly white areas. Furthermore, when identity is 

mentioned in most of these studies identity is not discussed in any great extent nor do 

they adopt an intersectional perspective examining the complex project of identity 

negotiation and hegemony. This present research intends to go beyond the structural 

barriers so frequently mentioned and examine how minority ethnic students address 

the barriers and labels assigned to their identities through the process of racialization 

and how or if intersectionality has a part to play in discussing identity.
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Conclusions
The review above highlighted three common themes in the literature relating to 

minority ethnic students’ experiences in a schooling environment: firstly, the 

dominance of stereotypes within the lives of the minority ethnic students; secondly, 

the resistance some of the students presented in response to their peers or institutions 

and, finally, the use of an intersectional approach examining the different layers of 

social identity.

The literature has argued that ‘stereotypes circulate in popular culture and inform 

everyday reality, but signs, images and meanings that seek to fix or arrest 

representation that are reproduced and re-inscribed over time and place, are able to 

be articulated or reconstituted differently’ (Bhabha,1994; Rattans! quoted in 

Matthews, 2002:194). What we do know is that various studies (see Archer, 2003; 

Archer and Francis, 2005) have indicated the minority students resist the gender and 

racialized stereotypes afforded to them. An examination of their effect will inform us 

about the opposition of those that are targeted. Thus, the subjective experiences of 

students need to be taken into account to move away from perpetuating 

cultural/religious or other forms of stereotypical representations. As a consequence, 

the ways in which minority ethnic students experience and respond to schooling 

depends not only on their ‘relationships between various structural factors that shape 

their experiences but also on their subjective experiences of the situations’ they find 
themselves (Shain, 2000) ,31

The literature has also examined the concept of resistance within schools and drew 

attention to earlier research studies which employed the notion of resistance. 

Nonetheless, criticism was levelled at this earlier work because the studies presented 

essentialist and/or patriarchal accounts of resistance. The section also highlighted 

more recent empirical work employing the concept of resistance such as Zinc’s 

(2000; 2006) and argued that on the whole, the framework was most suited to

3‘identity theory has developed significantly over time. Theorists are acknowledging the concept of 
subjectivity and the importance of context with identity production (Hall, 1996)
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examining personal positions of agency, overt or covert strategies of survival in 

various guises. Moreover, there has been a call in the literature form theorists such as 

Abowitz (2000) to keep applying the theoretical concept to educational studies 

because ‘as a communicative act, [resistance] is interpreted ... and accordingly 

assigned meaning within school settings... resistance communicates ... a means of 

signalling , generating, and building dialogue around particular power imbalances 

and inequalities’(2000:878).

This chapter has also brought attention to empirical studies that utilise an 

intersectionality perspective. Identity, as mentioned at the very beginning of this 

chapter, is complex, multi-layered and fluid, in line with this theoretical position the 

literature pointed to an intersectional framework that would best suit a contemporary 

examination of identity as it ‘encourages complexity, stimulates creativity, and 

avoids premature closure’ (Davis, 2008:79). In conclusion, intersectionality holds the 

most appropriate features which are required of a study such as this.

Finally, although limited, this chapter presented the scant literature concerning 

minority ethnic student’s experiences in mainly white schools. Findings from the 

collection of studies indicated the experiences of the students were usually similar 

with high and frequent incidents of racism occurring and the significance of ethnic, 

cultural and religious identity to the minority ethnic student. Significantly these few 

studies indicated that further research was needed to give a more holistic account of 

the student’s experiences that would provide richer data containing more academic 

robust understanding.
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Chapter Three

Theorising Experiences,

Race,

Critical Race Theory and Whiteness

Introduction
Drawing upon the insights gained in the previous chapter, this chapter discusses the 

theoretical underpinnings of this thesis in order to conceptualise the research 

question to be addressed in the analysis. The evolution of the concept and practice of 

race is explored including the changes the term has undergone since the early 1500s. 

The chapter demonstrates how race as a notion has transformed from an idea of 

abstractionism to constellations of ideas and speculative connections and traces the 

various debates longstanding and contemporary including different theoretical 

perspectives that connect the main themes of this thesis. Finally, building on the 

arguments and insights detailed in earlier chapters I argue that a new multi-layered 

and more sophisticated approach is required in regards to race theory, a theory that 

recognises intersectionality at its heart and also focuses on the complexity of 

differentiation and human agency. Reflecting these arguments Critical Race Theory 

is proposed as this theoretical mechanism.

Racism(s)

Racism as a notion is a multidimensional phenomenon that encompasses complexity, 

and contradiction. Throughout academic discourse on race and racism we have been 

reminded of how races were created and categorised and how racial difference is 

created and re-created. Additionally we have learnt through empirical research the 

consequences of racialization and racism and the importance of understanding all
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these dynamics within a socio-historic, economic and political context (Rastas, 

2005). Hence, nowadays, contemporary understandings approach racism:

As an ideology which is not restricted ... [secondly, there is an 
understanding] that those who articulate it and those who are its 
object are located in a wider complex web of social relations... 
[and finally], formal theoretical generalisations about the nature 
and expressions of racism should take into account expressions of 
its multidimensional and historical specificity (Miles and Brown, 
2003:169-171).

Additionally, recent debate continues to acknowledge that understandings of racism 

are not static, and that ideas of 'race', and racisms and anti-racisms, are in constant 

motion (Shire, 2008; Gamer, 2010). As George Shire (2008:) states:

If contemporary society exists within a neoliberal framework where 
people are seen as individualised, atomised, and disconnected,32 
consequently racism is seen as individual pathology rather than as 
something that is socially produced or can be socially addressed.

Nonetheless, this thesis concurs with numerous commentators (Goldberg, 2009; 

Solorzano et al, 2000; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) who continue to maintain that 

racism(s) are salient and have assumed a new form ‘in a world of presumptive 

Whiteness’ (1714).33

In light of the argument developed above on how social researchers might 

understand race and racism three main principles guide this research:

1. We can no longer equate ‘race’ with biological difference (Bhabha and 

Comaroff, 2002). As Yasmin Gunaratnam (2003:21) has argued in relation to 

research on race:

32 As George Shire has argued: ‘Liberal individualism provides the underpinning for a legalistic 
understanding of racism, as a transgression of rights to which a person is entitled’ (Shire, 2008).

Gillbom has acknowledged that ‘CRT is sometimes attacked for placing race at the centre of the 
analysis’ (Gillbom, 2006:320).This is discussed in more depth later in the chapter.

56



Research on race and ethnicity must develop analytical 
frameworks that are capable of addressing the relational and 
situated nature of identities, and their production, 
negotiation and contestation at the social and subjective 
levels.

2. Rather than condemning all research on race as ultimately oppressive, I 

acknowledge Radhakrishan‘s (1996) ‘treacherous bind’ notion which allows 

for reflections on the problems when researching complex notions such as 

race and ethnicity namely the dangers and the contradictions associated with 

continued use and reliance upon racial and ethnic categories.

3. In any understanding of racism there is now a taken for granted assumption 

that racism is not confined to a single type nor is it characterised by 

uniformity. Furthermore, as this study contends and demonstrates ‘racism is 

not restricted to intense cases, but is present in a whole range of social 

relations’ (Gamer, 2010).

Thus, this research works both with and against racialized categories and makes links 

between lived experience, political relations and the production of knowledge.

Theories of Race

The following section addresses the evolution of race namely: race as a concept; race 

as a category; race as class, race as a process and race as a discourse. The discussion 

of race as a concept illustrates how the label of race shifted from a colonial marker to 

establish a racial hierarchy to where it was used to reinforce racial superiority in the 

Second World War within the project of Nazism. The next section goes onto to 

describe how race as a category gained more prominence in society through the 

project of race relations and how during this period empirical evidence drew 

attention to systemic racism. Following on from this paradigm race was viewed 

though a social class analysis, the literature notes Marxists concerns at the time with 

the race relations model to adequately theorise forms of racism and argued that race 

served more as a conventional tool of capitalism. The concepts of race as process
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which addresses a shift in the literature that argues race is a matter of individuality 

and racial dynamics and race as discourse where race loses its connection with 

political struggle and becomes more an objective fact conclude the discussion.

Race as a Concept

The origin of the word race in the English language can be traced from the early 

1500s and was first contained in a dictionary entry in 1755. According to Hudson, 

‘Johnson's definitions of "race" in the 1755 first edition of A Dictionary of the 

English Language are "A family ascendancy," "A family descendancy," "A 

generation; a collective family," and "A particular breed"’(1996:259). There was a 

relatively long period before any further definitions were presented, this later 

emerged in the ‘first edition of the Oxford English Dictionary, volume 8 (1910)’, 

[where] two definitions of "race" [were presented] the first defined race as: ‘"A 

group of several tribes or peoples, forming a distinct ethnic stock" [and the second] 

“One of the great divisions of mankind, having certain physical peculiarities in 

common’ (Hudson, 1996: 259).

It was only during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the word race came to 

be associated with physical traits (Miles, 1982; Banton, 1978). The concept emerged 

during the time of European colonization when colonialists sought out valuable 

resources, including human labour, through the slave trade. Through their trade 

missions they came into contact with indigenous people of whom they made 

biological distinctions between themselves as colonisers and the ‘natives’ who were 

deemed ‘people of colour’. Thus racial categorization was borne and became an 

overriding feature of society (Henry, 2004).34 Perhaps - indeed, as a number of 

scholars (Solomos and Back ,2000: Miles and Brown 2003) have highlighted, 

understanding how racist ideologies emerged and developed can only be understood 

within the context of colonialism and imperialism where notions, images and traits 

of the ‘other’ were constructed.

34 According to Riehm (2000) during the project of colonialism Europeans classified people they came 
into contact with. The ranking placed Europeans at the top and who they saw as ‘darker’ and more 
primitive people at the bottom.
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Globally has pointed out that ‘Several social and political and economic events that 

occurred at the end of the 19th century and into the 20th century led to the 

transformation of the debate of race relations’ (Malik, 1996); the most obvious case 

being the Holocaust in Germany during World War Two. Central to this was the 

understanding that emerged around this time that humans may be separated into 

distinct clusters founded on the belief that the human population could be organised 

into a discrete number of races that are distinct biologically, not just in terms of 

appearance but mental and physical characteristics (Malik, 1996).

By the middle of the 20th century a different perspective developed. This was driven 

by the response of the scientific community to Hitler and the Holocaust, and further 

solidified by a statement issued on 18 July 1950 by UNESCO, following World War 

II, about Nazi racism attempting to explain what was scientifically known about race 

and a moral condemnation of racism.33 Consequently, for most people, the notion of 

biological racism was challenged and undermined and currently race is viewed as a 

social construction.

Moreover, the geneticist Richard Lewontin’s (1972) offers a further argument against 

the biological conviction of race in that this understanding of race fails to explain the 

vast majority of human genetic diversity. Lewontin (1972) found:

The study of genetic variations in Homo sapiens shows that there is 
more genetic variation within populations than between 
populations. This means that two random individuals from any one 
group are almost as different as any two random individuals from 
the entire world. Although it may be easy to observe distinct 
external differences between groups of people, it is more difficult 
to distinguish such groups genetically, since most genetic variation 
is found within all groups (cited in Edwards 2003: 1).

35 The 1950 UNESCO statement was revolutionary. Although during the previous two decades 
significant shifts had taken place in scientific perspectives concerning the biology of race, the claim of 
biological equality advanced in the statement was unprecedented as a declaration by an official public 
body. The committee asserted human equality based on four premises: (1) the mental capacities of all 
races are similar, (2) no evidence exists for biological deterioration as a result of hybridization, (3) 
there is no correlation between national or religious groups and any particular race, and (4) “race was 
less a biological fact than a social myth,” and that biology proved the “universal brotherhood of man 
(Encyclopaedia of Race and Racism, 2008).
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Mason (1994) has argued that although the term race has been disproved, the term 

itself has not left sociological debates, he finds most scholars begin to disprove the 

biological fallacy of race as a concept and the scientific validity of race in their work. 

However, Mason is right when he talks of the term being still used in today’s 

discourse about identity. Despite the scientific developments that have led to the 

undoing of race as a biological classification individuals and groups are still 

classified along racial lines. Indeed, for some, race remains real and has tangible 

outcomes.

As such race is viewed by many scholars a social construction and have written 

about the phenomenon (e.g., Gilroy, 1987; Anderson, 2010)36. Margaret Shih sums 

up most of the arguments about race as a social construct: ‘although race plays a 

great role in our social world in terms of defining people’s experiences and 

opportunities, racial categories have no biological basis’ (Zack, 1995 Shih et 

a/.: 125). Moreover, race remains a genuine concept within academia (see for 

example Gunaratnam, 2003; Gillbom, 2008; Gamer, 2010). As Mason (1994) 

explains:

[I]t has been common to argue that race is a legitimate concept for 
sociological analysis because social actors treat it as a real basis for 
social differentiation and organise their lives and exclusionary 
practices in terms of it.

Historians have recorded that due to the rapid growth of Western European 

economies after the Second World War there was a substantial shortage of manual 

and skilled labour, thus Western countries sought to ‘fill the gap’ in the labour 

market by recmiting workers from outside their particular nation states (Castles, 

2006). Britain’s imperial legacy and its colonial present allowed it to recruit such 

workers from the former British colonies (Hansen, 2000). It was against this 

politicized background of labour movement and settlement that the study of race and 

racism within British sociology developed whose centrals concerns were:

For Banton (1998) and Miles (1993), race as a concept is an intellectual error; for Rustin (1991), it 
is an empty signifier dangerous because of its very emptiness (Barot and Bird, 2001:601)
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The patterns of immigration and incorporation into the labour market of 
Black and other ethnic minority communities’, and secondly the ‘role of 
colonial history in determining popular conceptions of colour, race and 
ethnicity in European societies’ (Solomos 1993:18).

Thus, the development of race within scholarship progressed from race as a concept 

to race as a category. This advancement was particularly prevalent in the 1960s 

under the scholarship known as the race relations approach.

Race as a Category

As highlighted above, in line with the developments in sociological study, at the 

beginning of the twentieth century British race relations perspectives involved the 

post-war migration to Britain and the consequences this social trend had on society at 

the time (Knowles, 2008, see also Gamer, 2006, Solomos, 2003). After the Second 

World War, post-war Britain was suffering from an acute labour shortage in many 

industries. Consequently, migration from the West Indies, India and Pakistan 

progressed to fill these labour shortages. However with the steady rise of 

immigration into Britain came a steady rise of racialized hostility toward the 

Caribbean and Indian men and women who came in search of employment. Attacks 

on the British citizens from the colonies were considered justifiable by some due to 

the assumed dire consequences for housing and state benefits. This racialization of 

these British subjects was an important factor that fuelled the ideological response of 

the time. During that period the prominent right-wing view saw immigration as an 

annoyance and strain on British society and according to Miles resulted in a 

hegemonic view that immigration had brought about a ‘race relations’ problem in 

Britain’(Miles,1993:134). It was during this period academic interest focused on the 

racist and largely hostile reaction to migration. As such, the race relations field of 

study shared a common focus on, if not a common evaluation of, the central 

problems at play during that period, as Rex (1970) states:

Our main object has been a purely intellectual and theoretical one, 
to classify a subgroup of phenomena within the general field of 
sociology. Our conclusion is that there is a distinct field of race 
relations studies and we hope at least that our analysis of the 
theoretical problems may help to take the argument a stage further 
(1970: 160).
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Through the work of leading sociologists such as Michael Banton (1967) John Rex 

(1970) and Robert Moore (1975) sociology relating to race relations within Britain in 

the 1960s and 1970s became more prominent within academia. Their work detailed 

structural, institutional and direct forms of racism through mediums such as 

education, employment and housing.

In his book Race Relations in Sociological Theory (1970), John Rex attempted to 

explicate the range of the concept of racism so as to encompass the then current 

debates about immigration (Das Gupta, 2007). According to Darder and Tores (2004) 

Rex’s discourse ‘avoided any direct references to an alleged hierarchy of races while 

at the same time referring to or implying the existence of different races’ (Darder and 

Tores, 2004:29). The underlying analytical focus of these early studies were very 

much influenced by the ‘race relations’ sociology developed some years earlier in 

America. Robert E. Park, one of the leading sociologists of ‘race relations’, and a key 

figure within the Chicago School of Sociology, defined the discipline as:

... the relations existing between peoples distinguished by marks of 
racial descent, particularly when these racial differences enter into 
the consciousness of the individuals and groups so distinguished, 
and by so doing determine in each case the individual’s conception 
of himself [sic] as well as his status in the community. Thus 
anything that intensifies race consciousness, anything, particularly 
if it is a permanent physical trait, that increases an individual’s 
visibility and by so doing more obvious his identity with a 
particular ethnic unit or genetic group, tends to create and maintain 
the conditions under which race relations, as here defined, may be 
said to exist (Park 1950: 81).

Park’s main focus was on groups regarded as racially different. Amongst the Chicago 

theorist’s contributions to sociology was a ‘cycle of race relations’ which explained 

race relations in a deterministic manner. Park noticed the connections between 

majority and minority groups as progressing from a preliminary period of interaction.
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onto conflict, succeeded by accommodation and finally assimilation into the 

dominant culture. (Solomos, 1993).

In 1967 John Rex and Robert Moore's conducted a study entitled: 'Race, Community, 

and Conflict: A Study of Sparkbrook,' examining the housing shortage in 

Birmingham. Their study was ground-breaking piece since this was the first time 

that both theoretical and empirical insights into the then race relations model at that 

time were provided.38 The study confirmed and was one of the first to highlight 

institutional racism embedded within the housing sector and the multi-dimensional 

effects of racism within Birmingham at that time. Indeed, as Law and his colleagues 

(2008: 63) point out: ‘The study was one of a number of studies that confirmed 

racism [was] embedded in post-colonial societies and [that it is] intrinsic to social 

relations of power and discrimination’ ... ‘[and]that racism can act independently 

from class, for example through exclusion from state welfare and public services’. 

Subsequently, the research designed by these paradigms described racial access to 

social resources and contributed valuable empirical evidence detailing systematic 

racism as exclusion and disproportionate access (Knowles, 2003).

Many British sociologists continued to work within this broad framework focusing 

on the relationships between the ‘host community’ and the new ‘immigrant’ 

population, and the extent to which this ‘alien’ presence could be successfully 

‘assimilated’ into ‘British culture’ (see for example. Sheila Patterson (1969) 

Immigration and Race Relations and (1963) Dark Strangers', see also Banton (1967) 

Race Relations). During the early 1980s however, the ‘race relations’ paradigm 

began to be seriously challenged by a number of writers from a more critical, 

Marxist-orientated perspective.

37 It should be noted though that Park (1950) himself later distanced himself from the liberal idealism 
implicit within this model, though it continued to assert an influence on much subsequent work on 
both sides of the Atlantic.

’8 Their work draws from a Weberian approach to urban conflict and social class and Robert Park’s 
urban theory.

j9 The words ‘host community’, ‘immigrant’ and ‘alien’ are put into inverted commas because of their 
problematic usage politically at that time.
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Race as Class

In contrast to Rex and the other pioneers of race relations in British sociology there 

was another perspective developing rejecting the idea of race and race relations. One 

of the critics was Robert Miles; Miles has been one of the most productive scholars 

in attempting to move the debate from an analytical model of race relations to a 

model that analyses the processes that produce racialized groups in specific social 

and historical contexts (Back and Solomos, 2000). In his book Racism after Race 

Relations Miles maintains that:

After ‘race relations’, we have no reason to debate the nature and 
meaning of race. After ‘race relations’ there is no need to seek a 
‘race’ perspective ... [We] are not confronted with a ‘race 
problem’, but rather with the problem of racism, a problem which 
requires us to map and explain a particular instance of exclusion, 
simultaneously in its specificity and its articulation with a 
multiplicity of other forms of exclusion (1993: 23).

Moreover, critics of the race relations approach, such as Miles, argued that race was 

not a principal classification of investigation nonetheless aids as a suitable apparatus 

of capitalism which will eventually decline when economic realism is identified. As 

well as the ‘race relations’ paradigm’s inability to theorize adequately the wider 

structural determinants in shaping particular forms of racism, the position it gave to 

‘race’, directly or indirectly, as an analytical category was also seen to be 

problematic. The symbolic interactionist perspective at the time was widely 

accepted, according to theorists actions were real and therefore had real 

consequences (Carrington, 2006). Nonetheless, cracks were beginning to show and 

it soon became obvious the paradigm was inadequate to explain social relations at 

that time as it failed to account of ‘the interplay between race relations and other 

kinds of relations’ (Solomos and Back, 2000:7). . Thus the general shift at this 

particular period, was away from an examination of ‘race relations’ and inter-group 

dynamics to a position that placed greater emphasis on structural explanations of 

racism and accounts of resistance and that linked these processes to wider power 

relationships within post-colonial and capitalist societies (Solomos and Back, 1996). 

One of the most prominent writers over the past three decades on this issue has been 

Robert Miles.
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Robert Miles (1982; 1989; 1993; Miles and Brown, 2003) has done most to develop 

the concept of racialization. In Racism and Migrant Labour (1982), Miles conducted 

a critical assessment of the usage of the terms race and racism, he queried their usage 

despite describing them as fallacious concepts. For Robert Miles the problem is 

relatively straightforward. The emergence of the modem discourse of ‘race’ is 

implicitly connected to nineteenth century pseudo-scientific rationales for the 

existence of biologically discrete ‘races’, which underpinned the emergence of 

racism. Such ideas pervade western culture to such an extent that, over time, they 

have come to be incorporated within social science analyses of racism. According to 

Miles, this is a fundamental error which can only highlight the concept of ‘race’, and 

therefore further legitimate racism, As Miles (1999) argues:

The idea of ‘race’ evolved in such a way that its object became the 
supposed existence of biological types of human being. When, 
during the first half of the twentieth century, scientific knowledge 
demonstrated conclusively that the world’s population could not be 
legitimately categorised in this way, the idea of ‘race’ no longer 
had a ‘real’ object. What remained was the common-sense idea that 
‘races’ existed, an idea sustained by the unquestionable reality of 
somatic and cultural differences between people. If social scientists 
retain the idea of ‘race’ as an analytical concept to refer to the 
social reproduction and consequences of this belief, it necessarily 
implicitly carries the meaning of its use in the everyday world 
(1999: 2-3).

Miles’ critical analysis of the terms became known as the race relations problematic. 

He argues against the use of terms such as race and racism suggesting that they have 

no analytical worth due to the fact they have no basis in science and, thus, should be 

abandoned. Miles paradigm is closely linked to the labour markets and class ideology 

and material context (Gamer, 2009). He proposes a more analytical model that 

analyses the processes that produce racialized groups - through the project of 

racialization40 which he describes as:

40For Miles, ‘ The task is therefore not to create a Marxist theory of ‘race’ which is more valid than 
conservative or liberal theories, but to deconstruct ‘race’, and to detach it from the concept of racism’ 
(Miles, 1993:49)
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To those instances where social relations between people have been 
structured by the signification of human biological characteristics 
in such a way as to denote and construct differentiated social 
collectivities. The concept therefore refers to a process of 
categorisation, a representational process of defining an Other 
(usually, but not exclusively) somatically (Miles 1989, p. 75).

For scholars such as Miles, the task for sociologists concerned with explaining the 

existence of racism is to move away from those accounts which treat ‘race’ as though 

it is a real phenomenon, to analyzing the underlying (economic) structures that make 

‘race’ seem meaningful to social actors. As a result of this belief the very notion as 

well as the object of a ‘race relations’ approach becomes altogether meaningless.

Thus for Miles and others, it is not enough to merely question the validity of the 

‘race relations’ paradigm, but to move on from there to banishing ‘race’ as an 

rational notion from the vocabulary of the sociology (1989; see also Banton 1995). 

Miles’ argument allows him to separate analytically the concept of racism from the 

idea of ‘race’ so that whilst racism remains a central analytical concern ‘race’ as a 

term disappears. The object of study was no longer ‘race relations’ but the range of 

factors operating together in forming these relations, as Miles states:

‘The study of the determination and effects of different modalities 
of racism within the historical matrix mapped out by the evolution 
of the capitalist mode of production and the associated rise of the 
nation state’ (Miles, 1993: 21 cited in Carrington,2006:7).

Miles’ work in the field of racial studies while important has limitations. The main 

problem with Miles’ position is his commitment to a form of Marxism that, in the 

last instance, reduces all forms of subordination to a class perspective. His inability 

to acknowledge that forms of resistance or struggle for minority ethnic peoples, other 

than the class struggle, may in certain contexts be more appropriate, denies the 

agency and efficacy of such struggles. Further, Miles’ notion of ideology, which is 

central to his arguments concerning the articulation of ‘race’ and therefore racism, is 

problematic. According to Robert Miles (1993) definition racism is founded on a 

hierarchical order of human beings grouped together and based on biological 

characteristics creating an ‘us’ and ‘them’, with these groups also ascribing negative
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attributes to one another. However, this definition of racism in contemporary society 

is no longer adequate in explaining the racisms experienced currently within society 

given the new formations such as cultural racism or religious prejudices that rely on 

cultural and religious differences (Anthias, 1995).41 Anthias argues that Miles’ 

notion of ideology as regards the ontological status of race is restricted between 

ideology and truth. She states:

Even as a Marxist notion, it has now been largely supplanted by 
the development of Marx’s other definition, which regards 
ideology, as embedded in the hegemonic Weltanschauung or 
world view (Anthias, 1992:13).

A further argument directed toward Miles’ dilemma with the concept of race is that 

he fails to take into account that racism came before capitalism and that racism can 

intersect with other forms of discrimination such as sexism (Anthias, 1989). 

Nevertheless, as discussed earlier in this chapter, Miles developed the term 

racialization in a move to avoid distinct racial categorization.

Miles’ idea of racialization makes it possible to work towards an anti-essentialist 

understanding of how the category works. Hence, race, from this perspective does 

not refer to the expression of innate biological or natural characteristics (own 

emphasis). Contrarily, what is thought of as race is constructed and contested across 

a range of discourses and practices. The advantage of this approach rather than using 

race as a category is that it refuses to take race as given but always insists on looking 

at how and why groups become identified as racial. Thus, the key point of racial 

theorization at this time was to maintain that no definition of race existed. Instead a

41 Martin Barker (1981) coined the phrase “new racism” when differentiating racism pre and post 
1970 in Britain. Unlike the old racism, rooted in assumptions about biological difference and racial 
hierarchy, for Barker the idea of new racism was about cultural difference and notions of dominance 
and subordination. (Barker 1981).
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continued process of making and re-making identities all influenced by, and 

reflective of, the wider socio-political and economic structures existed.

Essentially, during this period ‘race’ as a category, possessed by individual and 

groups moved towards an understanding of race as a process and as a consequence. 

Racialization became a meaningful model in the sociology of ‘race’ and ethnicity, 

predominantly so in the work of Robert Miles. This concept has been adopted by 

other scholars, who have extended our understanding of racialization, Perhaps the 

best known racialization theorists to do so in the United States of America are 

Michael Omi and Howard Winant.

Race as a Process

The new scholarship mentioned in the previous section shifted focus after the long 

standing emphasis on the social constructionist view of race. Essentially, research 

and writing concentrated on examining the specific social and historical processes by 

which racial types were actually formed. Thus, Omi and Winant’s (1986; 1994) now 

classic concept of racial formation became significant at this time and changed how 

scholars conceptualised the social construction of race. They state:

We use the term racial formation to refer to the process by which 
social, economic and political forces determine the content and 
importance of racial categories, and by which they are in turn 
shaped by racial meanings. Crucial to this formation is the 
treatment of race as a central axis of social relations which cannot 
be subsumed under or reduced to some broad category of 
conception (Omi and Winant, 1994:55 cited in Collins and 
Solomos, 2010:157).

Omi and Winant’s influential concept of racial formation constitutes a process of 

racial projects. According to the authors these projects ‘create or reproduce 

structures of domination based on essentialist categories of race’ (1994:71) 

Moreover, these racial projects are fluid thus making race an unstable social category 

that continually shifts as can be evidenced by the changing race relations 

environment as a result of political processes (Omi an Winant, 1994). Indeed, as 

Sung (2008:11) contends for Omi and Winant racial projects ‘do the ideological
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work’ of making links’ between conceptualising race as both social structure and 

interpretation of meaning.

Barot and Bird (2001) feel the Omi and Winant’s concept of racial formation is not 

that dis-similar to the racialization offered in the field of sociology in the 1980s in 

Britain. Like their British counterparts, they assert that race should be understood as 

‘an unstable and decentred complex of social meanings constantly being transformed 

by political struggle’ (Omi and Winant, 1994.68). Importantly, Omi and Winant 

accept that race remains an organising principle of social life, inextricably woven 

into the fabric of social and political life. (Unlike Marxist writers such as Miles who 

regarded race as a redundant category). Indeed, Winant (2000: 184) contends ‘that if 

the race concept is removed from sociology there is a failure: [T]o recognise that at 

the level of experience, of everyday life, race is a relatively impermeable part of our 

identities ... [T]o be raceless is akin to being genderless’.

In an attempt to explain the organising principle of race Omi and Winant (1986) 

discuss the implications and dynamics of race at micro macro levels. According to 

Crawford the micro-level should be understood as ‘the way we understand ourselves 

and the way we interact with others’ (Crawford, 2007:21). The macro level on the 

other hand relates to how race is acknowledged and defined via social structures in 

society specifically political, economic and cultural (including ideological) 

(Crawford, 2007).

Like Miles, Omi and Winanat also value the concept of racialization. They state:

We employ the term racialization to signify the extension of racial 
meaning to a previously racially unclassified relationship, social 
practice or group. Racialization is an ideological process, a 
historically specific one. Racial ideology is constructed from pre
existing conceptual (or ‘discursive’) elements and emerges from 
the struggles of competing political projects and ideas seeking to 
articulate similar elements differently (Omi and Winant, 1994:14).

For them one of the advantages of this definition is that it switches the field of debate 

away from nature and science and towards meanings and power. In doing so, the
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perspective underlines the lesson of our brief history of race and science, that is, that 

scientific explanations have generally been invoked to justify political positions or 

contentious social practices.42

Nevertheless, within academic debates, both racial formation and racialization have 

been questioned. Miles, has found Omi and Winant’s formation of racialization 

underdeveloped. Furthermore Miles and Torres object to Omi and Winant’s idea of a 

critical theory of race because they maintain that such ideas are rooted in a race 

relations paradigm that reifies the idea of race itself (Miles and Torres, 1999). In 

addition, Barot and Bird (2001) believe that the racialization problematic and the 

racisms problematic do not provide an adequate framework of analysis. They too 

argue that the process of racialization accentuates race as an existing biological 

category thereby confirming that such a discriminatory hierarchy exists within 

society.

As mentioned above remaining conscious of these risks, I believe the notion of 

racialization would be best suited to my research, since it is a concept that highlights 

‘the processes where racist practices and language are implemented and reproduced’ 

(Rastas, 2005:162) While I do not feel that the application of this concept in isolation 

is sufficient to explain the complexity of the issues that I address in this study I 

concur with Ali Rattansi who argues:

‘... whatever its limitations, the concept of racialization is 
indispensable and marks an advance in the study of what is 
generally called race and ethnic relations (Rattansi, 2005: 271).
[Because it] ‘moves research and political argument away from the 
unproductive debates about whether any particular individuals, 
propositions, claims, and doctrines are simply ‘racist’ or ‘non
racist’ (Rattansi, 2007:107 cited in Meer and Noorani,2008:199).

Hence, according to Phoenix and Brah (2004:82) ‘there was much controversy about 

the best way to theorise the relationship between the social dimensions’. The authors 

cite the feminist approach of being multi-layered and more complex in nature as an

42 They see race as an ‘unstable and decentred complex of social meanings constantly being 
transformed by political struggle’ (Omi and Winant, n.d.).
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example.4^ This hailed a turning point in respect to analysing the field of race and 

racialization; as Brah and Phoenix point out: ‘This marked a productive shift with 

poststructuralism which resulted in new theories for refashioning the analysis of 

‘difference” (Brah and Phoenix, 2004:82)

Race as a Discourse

‘During the 1990s, greater interest in the interweaving of culture and race along with 

a shift away from Marxism’ has led to a mushrooming of new approaches and new 

theoretical perspectives (Gann, 2000:11). In many cases these new departures have 

drawn upon poststructuralism. Poststructuralism led to a detailed critique of identity 

itself and to studies that focused, almost as a goal/end in themselves, on showing the 

complexity and contradictory nature of identities and, as such, what was starting to 

be lost was the structural/real nature of race and racism. Additionally, Banner 

reminds us:

Poststructuralism grew as a response to structuralism’s perceived 
assumption that its own system of analysis was somehow 
essentialist, at the root of poststructuralism is the rejection of the 
idea that there is any truly essential form to a cultural product, as 
all cultural products are by their very nature formed, and therefore 
artificial (Banner, 2001).4

Some, like Stuart Hall, have suggested that we need to draw from these new theories 

whilst simultaneously retaining some attachment to more traditional Marxist theory 

(Morley and Chen, 1996). Others, like Ali Rattansi (1994), have been willing to 

make a much more radical break with modem theory and have sought to employ a 

postmodern framework to their scholarly work. Rattansi (1994) calls for a more 

fundamental reconceptualization of these issues ‘to allow old questions to be 

considered in new ways’.(Rattansi,1994:15). Consequently, he advocates a

43 According to Brah and Phoenix (2004) postmodernism as a perspective, was infrequently 
mentioned in feminist writing in the 1970s. According to the authors during the 1990s the theoretical 
approach became more prevalent and influential (in particular the poststructuralist variant).

44 Poststructuralism, aims to deconstruct ideas of essentialism in various disciplines to allow for a 
more accurate discourse (Banner, 2003).
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postmodern framing to analyse issues around racism, ethnicities and identities. 

Postmodern framing, according to Rattansi (1994:28), regards

[T]he production and representation of particular identities as 
relational: that is, as constituted through alterity, comparison, 
opposition and possible marginalization of other identities. Hence 
in this postmodern framing, the mode of analyzing identities is 
intrinsically connected to a de-centering and de-essentializing of 
the subject of the social (1994:29).

Besides being a founder member of the Birmingham Centre for Cultural 

Studies (CCCS) Stuart Hall’s work in the field of race and racism signalled a new 

development with sociology a more refined reinterpretation regarding identity within 

poststructuralism. In particular, this was through Hall’s conception of race being 

somewhat separate from class (1980 also see Gilroy, 1987 who also rejects any 

argument that prioritises class over race this is in contrast to Mile’s approach). 

Moreover, the centre particularly wanted to change the nature of the then current 

perspective to provide a more complex account through a new raciology (Solomos 

and Back, 2000). Hall, along with others (Gilroy, 1987 and Solomos, 1988) helped 

further develop this field through their work at the CCCS School.45

Consequently, contemporary theories of race continued to be modified after the 

structuralist paradigm discussed above. As Knowles (2003:4) states: ‘structuralist 

race theory became unfashionable as intellectual agendas in Britain, the US and 

elsewhere shifted in the 1980s to centre on the multiple subject positions concealed 

by the concept ‘Black’. This sense of the intersectionality of race with other social 

categories such as gender and class can best be seen in the seminal piece by the 

CCCS The Empire Strikes Back (CCCS, 1982), particularly through the work of 

Carby and Parmar. According to Solomos and Back (2009: 9) it ‘was one of the first 

books on race relations in Britain to look in any depth at the question of gender and 

the role of sexism in the context of racialized relations’.

Nevertheless, a critique that has been directed to the works of the CCCS school 

(CCCS, 1982; Gilroy, 1987; Solomos, 1988), that although ground-breaking at the

45 Ground-breaking work providing original insights were produced in works such as New Ethnicities. 
Hall (1992) Lost Asian (Modood, 1988)
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time their works were more engaged with discourse rather than actual occurrences on 

the ground like the social inequalities and racist experiences people were facing. As 

Solomos and Back state:

The sociology of race relations stood accused of being implicitly 
conservative and unable to articulate the theorisation of racism with 
an analysis of class divisions and structural inequalities in power. 
Sociologists of race and ethnic relations were also criticised for 
letting their theoretical imaginations be coloured by implicit Euro 
centrism. The result was that sociological literature demonstrated 
an inability to record the experiences of minority communities in a 
sympathetic way (Solomos and Back, 2000: 9).

It is no surprise then, that through this decline of Black politics from the mid-1980s, 

Gilroy announces the end to raciology (any effort to grant racial concepts facts or 

figures intellectually void). According to Virdee (2000:153), it is at this juncture; 

Gilroy loses a ‘diminished conception of human agency’ by ignoring the ‘systematic 

understanding of the inequalities produced by contemporary capitalist social 

relations’.

The difficulty with this approach was that many mainstream writers were theorizing 

race in terms that downplayed its variability and historical contingency. Race was 

now treated as an objective fact and contemporary racial theory as ‘object!vistic’. 

Kimberly Crenshaw explains:

The embrace of identity politics, however, has been in tension with 
dominant conceptions of social justice. Race, gender, and other 
identity categories are most often treated in mainstream liberal 
discourse as vestiges of bias or domination - that is, as intrinsically 
negative frameworks in which social power works to exclude or 
marginalize those who are different (1991:1242)

This was problematic because the process developed essentialist notions of race and 

due to the objectivist treatment, lacked a critique of the constructed character of 

racial meanings. Subsequently, one cannot grasp the process orientated and the 

relational character of racial identity and meaning (Hill Collins and Solomos, 2010). 

The approach denies histocity and social comprehensiveness of the race concept.

73



Current Debates and Recent Trends: 21st Century Racialization

Race is socially real even though as argued above, it is a socially constructed 

concept. Shortly after the focus on the race relations approach centralizing its 

empirical and ideological focus on discourse there has been a debate within 

postmodernism whether to make race a redundant category or maintain its usage in 

the field. In a similar vein, Back and Solomos (1996) were of the opinion that 

neither ‘the race relations problematic of the 1970s nor the racism problematic of the 

1980s’ was capable of explaining social relations in contemporary Britain (cited in 

McLaughlin, 2005:163). Caroline Knowles (2010:5) has also indicated in her work 

that due to disillusionment with race and racism theorising; other writers in the field, 

such as Gilroy (1987:247), insists race remains a concept to be utilised

Race’ needs to be retained as an analytical category, ‘not because it 
corresponds to any biological or epistemological absolutes, but 
because it refers investigation to the power that collective identities 
acquire by means of their roots in tradition... . Such identities are 
not merely neutral or passive in their manifestation but are ‘in the 
forms of White racism and Black resistance...the most volatile 
political forces in Britain today.

Other than putting race “back on the map” scholars were mindful to incorporate a 

better theoretical and empirical understanding of race, by incorporating both 

poststructuralist frameworks and institutional analysis. There seemed to be a need for 

a more robust and holistic approach to the field of race and ethnic studies, that 

included looking at concepts such as racial identity and racialization in a more 

sophisticated manner.

Within the last two decades of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty 

first century the field of race and racialization has undergone significant changes 

depending on context politically and historically. Within this current period there 

seems to be a more complex and dynamic picture emerging in the field of race and 

racialization that challenges academics and researchers. As Back and Solomos ‘What 

seems to characterise this contemporary period, is on the one hand, a complex 

spectrum of racisms, and on the other, the fragmentation of the definition of 

Blackness as a political identity in favour of a resurgence of ethnicism (Back and
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Solomos: 22). The intersectional paradigm seems to be a particular framework that 

has found credibility in the literature. Indeed, one theoretical framework that 

incorporates intersectionality and interprets black experience, racial formations and 

processes is Critical Race Theory.

Critical Race Theory

It is with the above theoretical issues and tensions in mind that this section presents 

and explore Critical Race Theory (CRT) and explicate its efficacy for this study. 

CRT was initially created as a body of legal theory in the United States, and is now 

viewed as:

A hybrid discipline as it draws from a number of necessarily 
relevant disciplines to incorporate a transdisciplinary approach to 
the development of theory and praxis in relation to racism in 
society’ (Hylton,2009:6).46

Although CRT began as a movement in law, it has spread rapidly to other disciplines 

and has been utilized to understand how racialization functions on implicit and 

explicit levels, and through both individual and institutional levels. In accordance 

with the deficiencies identified above, within race theorising, CRT provides a 

dynamic and contemporary theoretical framework which addresses and moves 

beyond the tensions. Specifically, CRT acknowledges complexity and 

intersectionality whilst at the same time holds onto race as a structure and practice. 

Additionally, moving beyond this, through its emphasis on race as embedded (and on 

problematizing and interrogating Whiteness within this) it gives an additional 

element to the framework that is particularly useful for this present study of minority 

ethnic students in mainly-White areas.

46 CRT has found a place within British sociology especially in relation to race and education 
(Gillbom, 2005 Gillbom, 2006; Connolly, 2007).
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Within much of the discussions regarding the application of a paradigm such as 

CRT, there has been a call to employ alternative epistemologies (Yosso, 2005; 

Bernal, 1998, 2002).47 For CRT theorists using epistemologies that focus on the 

racialized and gendered experiences offer a more holistic account of the social 

worlds we inhabit. Additionally, CR scholars had trouble with what they saw as 

exclusive and discriminatory research which, in part, drew them to devising 

alternative, more inclusive methodologies. As Mirza writes:

The central concern of CRT may best be described as the 
production of “antithetical knowledge” or the formation of 
alternative accounts of social reality which challenge prevailing 
orthodoxies (1999: 111 cited in Williams, 1999).

The idea that most methods and ways of knowing used within sociology and other 

areas of academia are rooted in Eurocentric epistemologies that need to be replaced 

with an alternate praxis is further supported by Daniel Solorzano. Solorzano (1998) 

maintains that it is our obligation to recognise these [redundant] epistemologies and, 

alter them for transformational purposes while continuing to move toward more 

antiracist and antisexist epistemologies’. Drawing upon CRT allows us to appreciate 

that while it may go unrecognised, race remains a fundamental element of the social 

identities and lives of people, as highlighted earlier in this chapter. While CRT does 

not maintain a formal set of rules or methodologies, it is based on five central tenets, 

briefly outlined below, that unite its theorists in an effort to theorise race and racism 

dynamically.

Social Constructionist Approach

The first core principle is that race is a social construction. Critical Race theorists 

acknowledge race has been and continues to be engineered through the processes of 

racialization. (Although this is an accepted notion in CRT, scholars still acknowledge 

the notion has real meaning and implications). In this sense, it draws upon and can be 

seen as partly building upon the concepts of racialization and racial formations 

already outlined. In accordance with the constructionist approach is the 

acknowledgment that race is a fluid concept that adapts both over time and from one

47 Please see the following chapter for more discussion around CRT epistemology and ontology.
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context to the next.48 Based on the social construction thesis, CRT holds that, races 

are categories that society creates, revises, and retires as needed (Delgado and 

Stefanic, 2001: 7).

Racism is not abnormal

The second defining principle is that racism is not abnormal but is ordinary and 

routine, Connolly describes this normality of racism within society as regular and 

widespread noting that ‘racism is seen as the usual way society does businesses and 

thus tends to be the common, everyday experience of many minority ethnic people’ 

(2007:3). Consequently, in a CRT analysis, racism is ordinary practice. Thus, CRT 

critiques the position that racism is primarily an attitudinal or psychological problem 

and argues that conceptualizing it in this way hides its pervasiveness, insidiousness, 

and enduring nature (Leong, 2008). This element of CRT, therefore, requires a 

different orientation to the study of young people’s racialized experiences and 

perspectives; one that is aware of and seeks to uncover the ways in which race have 

become embedded into dominant modes of thinking and day-to-day social practices, 

especially in ways that are taken-for-granted and not normally recognized.

Interest Convergence

A third basic principle of CRT is interest convergence. This tenet is based on the 

notion of White resistance (or limited interest) toward racial equality. Hence, CRT 

scholars argue that racial inequality is only addressed when it benefits white people 

i.e. it is in their interest. The concept was first discussed by Derrick Bell (1980) who, 

writing from a US perspective, suggests that civil rights gains within communities of 

colour, and, specifically, for African Americans, should be interpreted with measured 

enthusiasm. These civil rights gains were in effect superficial opportunities because 

they were basic tenets of US democracy; however Bell argues that these very basic 

rights came only insomuch as they converged with the interests of Whites. Interest

48 Thus, according to Connolly (2007:4) differing groups will become racialized and excluded at 
different times and for different reasons.
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convergence is important because it highlights the current advancements in racial 

equality are not really addressing underlying issues such as structural racism.

Intersectionality

A fourth dominant theme in CRT is the significance of within-group heterogeneity 

and the existence of simultaneous, multiple, intersecting identities (Vandeyar, 

2010:353). According to CRT scholars, people have overlapping identities and 

complex identities. They understand that various categories of our identities such as 

gender, religion, sexuality, social class and immigration status exist and intersect 

within systems of power. Intersectionality speaks to a new form of scholarship that 

helps explore identities in their multifarious nature. According to Rollock and 

Gillbom, 2011:3:

Adopting an intersectional framework allows for the exploration of 
differences within and between groups taking account of issues 
such as historical and socio-political context while still maintaining 
awareness of racial inequalities.

Moreover, intersectionality affords the opportunity to investigate issues that deal 
with identity intersections and also allows for the critique of structures of power.49

Unique Voice

The last tenet contained within CRT is the prominence afforded to the unique voice 

of marginalised groups in society. For CRT scholars story-telling or narrative allows 

people ‘to contradict the Othering process and thus challenge the privileged 
discourses’ (Decuir and Dixon, 2004:27).50 Consequently, CRT scholars, such as 

Vandeyar and Vandeyar (2011), argue for the ‘centrality, legitimacy, and 

appropriateness of the lived experience of racial/ethnic minorities in any analysis of 

racial stratification’. The concept of voice and the emphasis on individual experience 

are important aspects of CRT. Rationally racial minority status grants particular 

expertise and competence in speaking about race and racial matters (Dixson and

49 For example the critique around Anti-discrimination law not being effective (see for example 
Bhavnani, et al., 2005)

50 Please see Chapter Four for a lengthier discussion on the method of story-telling.
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Rousseau, 2005); while ‘The use of voice or naming one’s own reality is a way that 

CRT links form and substance in scholarship’ (Ladson-Billings, 1998:12).

Whiteness Studies

A key concern of CRT scholars, from within the framework outlined above is the 

need to name, problematize and interrogate the notion of Whiteness. Emerging as an 

area of study in the late 1980s in North America, critical Whiteness studies has 

become increasingly important in the last fifteen years and is now an important 

conceptual tool for many critical race scholars (Gillbom, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 

2010). Subsequently, the field has reflected a growing literature on Whiteness as a 

viable sociological concept (McIntosh, 2004; Roediger, 1991 to name a few), and 

within the UK context (see for example Bonnett, 1997; Gamer, 2006; Gillbom, 2005; 

Preston, 2007, Dyer, 1997).

There are two main characteristics of Whiteness (Leonardo, 2000, Gillbom, 2005)

1. A reluctance to identify racism as a social process: 5'Colour-blindness 

derives directly from the culture of Whiteness, where according to those 

holding privileged positions i.e. White people, everyone is the same as 

themselves and we all have a chance to lead a privileged life. Consequently, 

there is a lack of understanding that people from different groups in society 

might face discrimination, marginalisation and racialization. Ruth 

Frankenberg (1993) has argued that the effect of colour-blindness leads to a 

dismissive attitude about the effects of racism. This liberal perspective does 

not take into account that experiences of racism do occur outside the white 

norm.

51 As discussed in the introduction the term White is meant to reflect acknowledge very early on that 
this term is meant to reflect much more than a descriptive label of a group of people. It is more about 
defining the dominant group(s). It is a broader, catch-all term that is important in problematizing the 
very fact that dominant, majority ethnic groups have rarely been problematized and thus formed the 
focus of analysis.
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2. Whiteness as Normative Practice: An underlying concept of Whiteness is its 

status of normality in society, the concept holds a taken for granted position 

and therefore remains invisible. Steve Gamer (2006:259) describes Whiteness 

as: an invisible perspective, a dominant and normative space against which 

difference is measured'; coming from this position of normalization 

Blackness is marked as other and racialized. Consequently, Whiteness, in its 

invisibility, becomes the normative practices against which “others” are 

measured (Garner, 2010). The result is that White identity and culture have 

become hyper-visible. Moreover, if Whiteness is not acknowledged as a 

racial category and is viewed as normative, negative connotations are formed 

for those who are racialized. This invisibility results in the creation of 

Othering the difference between Whites and “others” (Dyer, 1997).

It is important to mention that within this analysis of Whiteness, Whiteness should be 

understood as a dominant system of thought, power and privilege. The critique is not 

directed toward white people but rather on the systems of knowing and 

manifestations of the concept. Bearing in mind the social constructionist argument 

about races it needs no explaining that White/Whiteness is not a biological 

characteristic, instead it should be regarded as a social concept. Hartigan considers it 

as an analytical mechanism and states:

Whiteness, as an analytical object, [has been] established as a 
powerful means of critiquing the reproduction and maintenance of 
systems of inequality’ (Hartigan, 1997: 496 own emphasis cited in 
Schuelke, op cit:4).

Contemporary scholars who write in the field of Whiteness emphasis various

concepts related to the paradigm, namely its visibility and invisibility and association

with normality, human agency and privilege. Through the earliest projects of

Whiteness power was exercised through the categorization of races. The project

defined who qualified as White and who qualified as other hereafter, racial hierarchy

was established. Moreover, through the decades societal norms and practices of

Whiteness have become usual and unquestioned. Numerous scholars have considered

the advantages associated with White privilege including membership in the norm

(Wildman, 1996), feelings of superiority (Ostrander, 1984), and the power to ignore
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race or object to the system of privilege (Wildman, 1996) (cited in Ancis and 

Szymanski, 2001:548). Moreover, these scholars are not just scholars who 

acknowledge Whiteness as members of minority ethnic groups but more recently, 

White scholars are also drawing on critical Whiteness studies. This is an important 

development within the field as these scholars are recognising the privilege and 

normative stance of Whiteness and, thus, attempting to disrupt anti-essentialist 

discourses by locating themselves with the framework.

Contemporary Whiteness

Just like other identity formations Whiteness is socially constructed and fluid 

(Gamer, 2006). As a social construction, Whiteness also needs to reflect the 

diversity of identity and the complex positions white people hold thus avoiding the 

trap of essentializing Whiteness. As Steve Gamer writes:

The racialization of White identities (as with all other racialized 
identities) occurs unevenly: ‘White' is not a homogenous group, 
and not all its members are affected the same way by the relative 
privilege accming to Whiteness on a societal level’ (Gamer, 2010).

Consequently White Europeans can also be racialized in the process of constructing 

national identities, as has been the case ‘in Britain with nomadic, Jewish and Irish 

people, as well as Eastern Europeans; in this sense, these groups are not “White”’ 

(Gamer, 2006:258). Hence reinforcing the point that Whiteness isn’t merely a 

description of physical features but represents more than that i.e: the dominant group 

that is normalised and whose values and practices are so embedded as to be 

unquestioned (Bonnett, 1997). Steve Gamer views this as contingent hierarchy (own 

emphasis):

Whiteness can be best grasped as contingent, social hierarchy 
granting differential access to economic and cultural capital, 
intersecting with overlaying, class and ethnicity’ (2006: 264).
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Critical Notions of CRT

Contained within the literature explaining CRT and its merits there are, like any 

other theoretical framework, criticisms directed toward the paradigm. These tend to 

revolve around two core criticisms. Firstly, critics criticise the methodologies utilised 

by critical race scholars and claim they are defective and lack intellectual viability 

(for a thorough critique see Faber and Sherry 1997; Levit, 1999). For example, 

according to Levit, (1999) such narratives ‘cannot be verified, are inevitably 

subjective, and may be atypical of real world experiences’ (1999:797); and have a 

political dimension to them (see Brown, 1995).

Secondly, a further criticism directed toward CRT is that it essentializes race and 

treats all people, no matter what their background, as the same;53 An argument based 

on a particular critique of identity politics that views identity as multifaceted 

(Delgado, 2002).. Authors such as Seidman (2004) argue that within CRT whites are 

homogenised and any differences are ignored between them. A further instance that 

has been highlighted by detractors of the theory is the relationship between CRT and 

social class difference (Gillbom, 2008). As David Gillbom, writing around the 

theme of Critical Race Theory and education states:

Some of the most pronounced attacks on CRT in education arise 
from writers working from a Marxist perspective who feels like 
CRT pays insufficient attention to the role of class as the central 
organising principle in capitalist societies (2008: 37)

Before moving onto the merits of using CRT as a viable theoretical framework, I feel 

it is important to respond to the two main criticisms above.

To begin with, critical race theorists have argued it is unfeasible for any research to 

be objective (Delgado Bernal, 2002 and Villalpando, 2003). Indeed, Fernandez

52 Farber and Sherry maintain that narrative methodology ‘rejectfs] the linearity, abstraction, and 
scientific objectivity of rational argument’ (Faber and Sherry, 1995 cited in Levit, 1999:797).

5j Appiah (1992) has argued that ‘centring of race that has left critical race scholars open to 
accusations of being essentialistic or deterministic’ (cited in Hylton, 2005:83).

82



(2002) and others ask, who is to say what is objective and what methods ensure 

objectivity? Fernandez (2002) further explains:

Most qualitative researchers agree that such questions are irrelevant 
and counterproductive and recognize instead that all research is 
subjective and that the researcher’s subjectivity enters any research 
endeavor (2002:49).

Furthermore, critical race scholars have made a case against some qualitative 

research as being biased or subjective through what they term majoritarian stories 

whereby a dominant (non objective) understanding of a racialized world is presented. 

As Solorzano and Yosso (2002:29) state ‘majoritarian stories are not often 

questioned because people do not see them as stories but as “natural” parts of 

everyday life’. However these stories do not just operate from an ideological 

standpoint, certain stereotypes, myths and assumptions are conveyed within them. 

Therefore, it has been argued ‘a majoritarian story distorts and silences the 

experiences of people of colour [and although they claim to be neutral and objective] 

implicitly make assumptions according to negative stereotypes (Ikemoto, 1997 cited 

in Solorzano and Yosso, 2002:29).

In refuting the charges of essentialism CRT scholars argue that it is essential to 

reveal the effects of using a dominant Eurocentric model for the very reason that it 

presents a distorted view of the experiences of minority ethnic people. According to 

proponents of CRT the existing paradigms and epistemologies tend to essentialize 

experience and present fixed identities of those deemed in society as the ‘Other’. 

While one might be mistaken in thinking the theory focuses just on race (due to its 

title) there is no denying that CRT does focus and acknowledge other axes of 

differentiation (Gillbom, 2008). As Solorzano and Yosso, 2002 posit:

Although race and racism are at the centre of a critical race 
analysis, we also view them at their intersection with other forms of 
subordination such as gender and [social] class discrimination (:
25).

Overall, there are four key motives why critical race theories and methodologies

have been used in this study. None of these is unique to CRT, as such, but, rather, it
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is the way that CRT draws these together into a coherent framework that is 

noteworthy. The first is that CRT provides greater ontological and epistemological 

understanding of how racialization affects the lives of racialized minority groups. 

One of the central beliefs of CRT is that racism has taken an insidious form that lies 

beneath the surface; it is a reification of Whiteness. As Lopez (2003:70 cited in Lau, 

2008:36) explains:

The focus on explicit acts has ignored the subtle, hidden and often 
insidious forms of racism that operate at a deeper more systematic 
level. When racism becomes ‘invisible’, individuals begin to think 
it is merely a thing of the past and/or only connected to the specific 
act.

As such, this research argues for an alternative to popular discourses and weaknesses 

of race and racialization theorizing. This chapter has provided a synthesis of several 

different arguments within race theory and illustrated gaps in order to arrive at a new 

understanding of an old problem (see David Gillbom, 2009). Moreover, CRT is not 

just a “belief’ but addresses real empirical findings, scholars have developed 

analytical tools that engage and challenge taken for granted assumptions and 

practices that inform the reproductive nature of schools, the nature of different forms 

of racism, the focus on Whiteness and narratives of Othering (Fernandez, 2002; 

Parker, 1998; Duncan, 2002; Solorzano, 1997; 1998; Decuir and Dixson, 2004). The 

empirical chapters contained in this thesis will address. Whiteness as a theoretical 

concept, acknowledging, like other concepts in this thesis, that White/white people is 

not real but socially constructed.

Secondly, CRT offers a liberatory and transformative method when examining racial,

gender, and other forms of societal discrimination (Solorzano and Ceja, 2000: 63). It

has also suggested that critical race methodologies have been useful as interviews

with respondents provide counter-stories (Lynn et al., 2002). Besides having an

important methodological function in CRT, storytelling is also helpful to the

participants for three reasons. Firstly, it allows them to reflect on his/hers

experiences; secondly, they are given the opportunity to make public their story,

given that they are usually marginalised in society, having their experiences

stereotyped or ignored; finally, sharing their stories, some academics have argued,
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could raise an individual’s consciousness which can be transformative and 

empowering (Fernandez, 2002).

Thirdly, CRT scholars acknowledge the significance of race and its intersection with 

other forms of power (Solorzano, 1997; 1998) and the connection with other forms 

of oppression and subordination, as highlighted by Tara Yosso:

CRT acknowledges the inextricable layers of racialized 
subordination based on gender, class, immigration status, surname, 
phenotype, accent and sexuality (Yosso, 2005:73).

This is particularly useful in examining the complex identities that minority ethnic 

students maintain and in understanding how these identities are affected by their 

schooling experiences, including the identities of those around them. Therefore CRT 

can be used to focus on the interlocking categories and specific intersections which 

will contribute, at least theoretically, to the scant literature concerning minority 

ethnic students in mainly White schools. There might be a tension between a primary 

focus on race and the notion of intersectionality. Nevertheless if boundaries do exist 

they are tenuous and blurred and more importantly is the epistemological 

complimentary way that intersectionality and CRT interact (Bernal, 2002).

Finally, critical race theory provides an opportunity for the researcher to be self- 

reflective. Indeed, I was conscious of my commitment to exposing and combating 

discrimination and dispelling societal myths surrounding racialization and it is my 

intention that this study would go some way in contributing to this.

Conclusion

This chapter has documented the fluid boundaries of race as a type of social analysis, 

establishing that race has become ever more evident as well as multifarious. The 

chapter has also illustrated that ideas about race transpired as a theme of questioning 

debate and dispute. Nevertheless, confusion and dissatisfaction still exists around 

terms like race and racism and their meaning in a contemporary society. 

Terminological debates from different ideological camps and diverse theoretical
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perspectives still question what these notions mean, their relevance today and in the 

future (Alexander and Knowles 2005; Bulmer and Solomos 2004).

This chapter has drawn out important aspects of our understanding of race and 

fundamentally it is evident that race matters. Beside this, the advancement of race 

within the scholarship began addressing multiple and simultaneous oppressions, 

consequently race is essentially inter-related with different social divisions such as 

gender and class. In this way, classes are now viewed as gendered and racialized and 

gender is classed and racialized and so on (otherwise known as intersectionality see 

Brah, 2004).

There are four key points to draw out in conclusion Firstly, given the aims of the 

study, as discussed in the Introduction Chapter, it has been argued that an appropriate 

theoretical framework to address the importance of racialization whilst 

simultaneously acknowledging their multiple intersections with other forms of 

identity is CRT. Moreover, CRT tenets are adaptable and change according to as the 

issues they aim to engage with (Hylton, 2005).

Secondly, rather than accepting the proposition that racism is individualistic or 

abnormal CRT asserts racism can be an ordinary everyday experience for minority 

ethnic people. Furthermore it is understood that racism does not essentially function 

in simplistic and unambiguous ways but that it also operates in a specific socio

political context where it is becoming more entrenched and progressively 

differentiated (Gillbom and Rollock, 2011).

Thirdly, another significant tenet and, in keeping with the contemporary perspectives 

regarding identity theory, CRT acknowledges the various oppressions and contend 

that analysis without a multi-dimensional framework can replicate the very patterns 

of exclusion it seeks to combat and can lead to the essentializing of oppressions. In 

order to acquire an awareness of being racially minoritized and the power of 

Whiteness CRT emphasises the significance of hearing the voices of marginalised 

people, including their experiences from their unique perspective.
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Finally, understanding the role and power of Whiteness and preserving a normalized 

White position is also considered a central to the CRT perspective. Whiteness is a 

dominant social norm where everyone is ranked and categorised, as a consequence 

racial binaries are constructed. Whiteness Studies helps to deconstruct and expose 

these binaries. Furthermore, whiteness exposes the invisible everyday practices that 

tend to alienate and Other some minority ethnic students thereby assisting in 

deconstructing racialized and essentialized identity. In light of what has been 

addressed in this chapter I have argued that CRT acknowledges race is a social 

construction nevertheless like other forms of social construction such as Whiteness, 

must not imply that race does not exist.

For these reasons, this thesis will adopt and apply CRT which will be useful in 

addressing issues raised in the last chapter and for addressing tensions raised through 

earlier theories of racism in this chapter.
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Chapter Four

The Methodological Approach:

Critical Race Epistemologies, Methodology and Ethical
Responsibilities

Introduction

Chapter Three introduced several important themes in the academic literature that 

have come to frame my research on racialization operating in a mainly White 

context; these included racism, intersectionality and Whiteness in Northern Ireland. 

My research developed out of these recent academic and theoretical debates and 

utilised CRT as a theoretical lens. The application of this approach has clear 

implications for how research is to be conducted and, as such, this chapter discusses 

the research design, the methods utilised and the researcher’s epistemological 

standing, identity and position in the study. Finally, ethical considerations and the 

analytical framework are detailed to show how ethical principles were adhered to and 

how the findings presented in the substantive chapters were arrived at within the 

methodological framework of the research.

Research Methodology

Critical race scholars such as Anzula, (1990) and Yosso (2002) have suggested that 

new methods are required to understand the social world around us from perspectives 

that are seldom highlighted in academia. Indeed, one of the key tenets of CRT is to 

challenge traditional claims about objectivity and liberalism (including equality 

policy and law). As Yosso (2005:73) explains,
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CRT challenges the notions of ‘neutral’ research or ‘objective’ 
researchers and exposes deficit-informed research that silences, 
ignores and distorts epistemologies of People of Colour54

Although originating in America, academic interest in CRT as an important 

conceptual tool has been growing in the UK, and scholars such as David Gillbom 

(2008) have written widely on its application to the field of sociology and education 

(see also Hylton, 2005; Connolly and Khaoury, 2008; Hylton et al., 2011; Preston, J. 

and Chadderton, 2012).

Epistemology

A general definition of epistemology is the study of knowledge; indeed, Sandra 

Harding (1987) describes it as the nature, status and production of knowledge. When 

examining epistemology CRT scholars regard mainstream writings on race and 

education as a field that on the whole produces Euro-centric epistemologies and 

ontologies. These dominant ideologies consist of themes such as liberalism, 

individualism and colour-blindness, thus masking the complex struggles people 

minority ethnic groups might face (Ladson-Billings 2000; Delgado-Bernal 1998, 

2002). ^ For CR scholars, there are valuable and specific epistemologies that can 

represent marginalised voices with more validity and in-depth complexity (see 

Yosso, 2005 for example). It is these epistemologies that CRT attempt to highlight in 

their research on racialization and racism.

CRT theorists view the prominent Eurocentric standpoint as inadequate which has 

totally ignored the experiences and knowledge of minority groups. Delgado-Bernal 

(2002) terms this as the ‘Eurocentric epistemological perspective’. In the following 

quote she describes what this means and explains the consequences it has in an 

educational environment:

54 People of colour is an American term signifying racialized groups such as Black, Hispanic, Native 
Indian and so forth (not including White)

55 As Ladson-Billings (2000:272) states, ‘The gift of CRT is that it unapologetically challenges the 
scholarship that would dehumanize and depersonalize us.
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The insidious nature of a Eurocentric Epistemological perspective allows it to 

subtly (and not so subtly) shape the belief system and practices of 

researchers, educators and the school curriculum, while continuingly to 

adversely influence the educational experiences of students of colour 

(Delgado-Bemal, 2002:111).

Moreover, for critical race scholars, the way of knowing reality is by asking about it, 

hence, the emphasis within CRT is on counter-stories. Counter-stories within CRT 

have a two-fold purpose; firstly, they developed as a methodological tool to allow the 

marginalised voice to tell the stories that have not been told; and secondly, they are 

employed as a mechanism for analysing the experiences of those rarely heard and for 

challenging stories told via dominate discourses. Within this worldview, people’s 

counter-stories of their experiences are counted as empirical evidence.

Ontological questions concern the philosophy of how we can understand the nature 

and form of reality. In CRT, the nature of reality is interpreted as something that has 

been shaped over time and history by a series of factors, such as, social, political , 

cultural, racial, gender and wrongly taken as valid or real (Cuba and Lincoln, 1994). 

For CR scholars, the historical development, along with the political and social 

contexts is important when examining racialization. Hence, from a CRT perspective 

there is a need to investigate and present the multiple contexts and interactions that 

surround participants an approach that underpins this study.

A critical race methodology

The choice of a theoretical framework for this study was made after careful 

consideration of the main theories of race addressed in Chapter Three. As previously 

noted, adopting an approach that takes into account processes of intersectionality is 

important as it brings to the fore the complex practices, process and discourses that 

impact on how racisms and racialization is understood, negotiated or taken for 

granted in a school environment.
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The theoretical framework used in this study derives from sociological theory that is 

influenced by a critical race methodology in education. According to Solorzano & 

Yosso (2002):

‘A critical race methodology in education focuses research on how students 

of colour experience and respond to the U.S. educational system. From 

developing research questions to collecting, analysing, and presenting data, 

critical race methodology centres on students of colour’ Solorzano & Yosso 

(2002:36-37)
56

Moreover, Solorzano and Yosso (2001) describe critical race methodology as a 

theoretically founded method that: firstly, focuses race and racism in the 

investigation whilst acknowledging other social classifications and how they interact 

(see the previous chapter4s discussion on intersectionality), and secondly, purposely 

attempts to challenge traditional and Euro-centric research approaches mentioned 

above. As Yosso explains:

‘CRT challenges the notions of ‘neutral’ research or ‘objective’ 
researchers and exposes deficit-informed research that silences, 
ignores and distorts epistemologies of People of Colour’ (Yosso,
2005: 73).

Thirdly, they argue a CR methodology provides a shift in the way researchers 

examine marginalised groups in society. Finally, the authors argue that the 

methodology is conscious of the multiple identities individuals hold and how these 

intersect in a socially constructed world. The methodological position adopted in this 

study mirrors Solorzano and Yosso’s position as detailed above. In that the central 

focus remains, namely, marginalised students in this case ethnic minority students in 

Northern Ireland. However, the context is different given the setting of the study in a 

mainly White environment.

56 The term ‘students of colour’ in America is used to describe minority ethnic people.
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Parallels have been found between feminist methodologies and critical race 

methodologies, where both favour the ‘marginalised’ voice (Lynn, Yosso, Solorzano, 

& Parker, 2002). Indeed, some have argued if CRT can enhance epistemological and 

methodological practices (see Parker, 2008). However, Parker (1998) argues that the

[CJritical centring of race (together with social class, gender, sexual 
orientation, and other areas of difference) at the locations where the 
research is conducted and discussions are held can serve as a major 
link between fully understanding the historical vestiges of 
discrimination and the present-day racial manifestations of that 
discrimination’ (Parker, 1998: 6).

A (counter) story

A counter-story can be described as a narrative that resists the values and 

expectations of a society’s dominant account and therefore represents a moral shift. 

Because a dominant story cannot define and encapsulate the entirety of all racial and 

ethnic experience, there are always opportunities to develop and communicate stories 

that exist in tension with usual accounts. Counter-stories should be seen as a vehicle 

for developing more diverse expressions.

In regards to ontology CRT scholars believe truth is situated from the perspective of 

the individual and like race, reality is socially constructed and therefore they discard 

any notion of universal truth or objectivity. Instead they advocate naming one’s 

reality through the storytelling or narrative method (Parker and Lynn, 2002; 

Fernandez, 2002). This principle of centralising the narratives told by marginalized 

(usually minority ethnic/racial respondents) is entrenched in the work of CRT.

For the sociologist, CRT stories are significant social events because they transform 

the minority into a self-narrating organism that exhibits spatial and temporal features; 

it has a past, present, and future (Taylor, 2009; Solorzano and Yosso, 200; 2001). 

Moreover, CRT researchers believe counter-stories that are communicated by 

respondents are not simply anecdotal interpretations they significant occurrences. 

Further, CRT stories instruct sociologists about the marginalised social reality being 

investigated especially through issues such as harassment and victimization, which
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are often ignored in mainstream sociological research. Finally, CRT stories introduce 

competing interpretations into sociological practice.

Storytelling has been applied in the fields of social science since the late twentieth 

century particularly through the postmodern paradigm that questioned the application 

of scientific empirical methods. Within the literature storytelling is also known as 

narrative, discourse analysis, personal interviews, biographical interviews and case 

histories. Storytelling can even be found in unexpected comers of sociological 

research, such as empirical studies that examine narrative events as underlying 

structures for social and historical contexts of social action (see Gotham and Staples 

1996; Griffin 1993; Kiser 1996; Somers 1992). Storytelling is also used as a primary 

means of gathering and interpreting data in ethnographic work (Van Maanen 1988 ), 

as a research strategy in social science research (Ewick and Silbey 1995) and as an 

interpretive tool for defining sociological concepts, such as identity and community 

(Maines and Bridger 1992; Somers 1994, 1995 Datnow and Cooper, 2009). 

Supporters of the methodological frame argue that storytelling is legitimate 

scholarship because it:

‘Violates reason's mandates in two ways: first, it substitutes passion 
for reason and emotion for logic; and second, in its celebration of 
partiality and 'voice,' it substitutes perspective for truth’ (Hayman,
1998:10).

Whether or not research can provide us with untarnished views of ‘reality’ or ‘truth’ 

is routinely questioned (Marshall, 2010). Characterised by its inherent fluidity, 

postmodernism challenges the idea that there can be an ultimate truth to be 

discovered but that all accounts are created by the writer and interpreted in different 

ways by the reader (Shildrick 2005). Postmodernism makes assumptions of 

relativism or embedded subjectivism in contrast to the realism articulated by those 

such as Denzin (Shildrick, 2003). I argue that this ‘anxiety of relativism’ (Shildrick, 

2003) is to some extent, a danger to the ethical principles I hold towards the students 

in my study while also seeking to sustain accounts of oppression (Kincheloe, 2010). I 

contend that, while complex, it is possible to access some form of reality or ‘truth’. 

Furthermore, any research that professes to be committed and respectful of its
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subjects implies respect and acceptance of their world views as opposed to that of the 

researcher. Like Kemp (1993: 28 cited in Andall-Stanberry, 2007:7), I acknowledge:

Representation is always partial. [Writing from the researcher’s 

perspective he goes onto state]: I can never know all of you ... I can 

never be you ... I am always crossing to understand you, to translate 

what you say into my language, my experiences.

Hence, by acknowledging that this research is a view from “somewhere” (Diversi, 

1998 cited in Jessop and Penny, 1999:216), it was important to determine methods 

for safeguarding the research and ensuring the research process was trustworthy. In 

the case of this research, the ways in which I established trustworthiness was being 

transparent at all times with the participants and maintaining an ethical stance 

throughout the research process.

It would be foolish of me to deny the risk of bias or interviewer effect, whether 

conscious or otherwise, given the racialized identity which I have been ascribed, and 

the epistemological framework that has been outlined in this research. However I do 

intend to be honest and reflexive where ever possible. It is the power of a critical 

and reflexive analysis (Lynch, 2000) which will assist me in addressing the 

aforementioned concerns. (This will be discussed more in-depth later in the chapter).

A Qualitative Approach

The methodological approach used in this study is qualitative, as it is best suited for 

hard-to-reach populations and to gain an inside account of complex and sensitive 

phenomenon such as racism and identity (Cresswell, 2007). According to 

Denscombe (1998:220):

The generation of thick descriptions mean that qualitative research 
scores well in terms of the way it deals with complex social 
situations. It is better able to deal with the intricacies of a situation 
and do justice to the subtleties of social life (1998: 220).
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It is argued that the qualitative design of this study is the most appropriate approach, 

as a deep insight into issues such as multiple identities and Whiteness cannot be 

provided by quantitative methods that include tick boxes or lines on graphs (see 

Gillbom, 2009). Moreover, considering a key interest in this study is racialization 

and as discussed in Chapter Three, race is a social construct and open to 

interpretation, the qualitative method was considered the most suitable to elicit the 

complexities and dynamics around such concepts.

A quantitative research strategy was deemed not appropriate as it would not get at 

the complex connections between identity themes such as racialization and 

Whiteness that I examine. Furthermore, since quantitative studies tend to neglect 

rather than explore the ‘social and cultural construction of the ‘variables’ which they 

seek to correlate’ (Silverman 1993:21), this approach would not have helped me to 

address my research question. Additionally, since the aim of my research is not to 

make statistical inferences about a population the best option to approach the 

research was in a qualitative manner.

Adopting a qualitative approach provided critical insights into my respondents’ 

worlds. The approach allowed me to grasp the reality and complexity of the 

participants. Furthermore, qualitative methods also naturally follow on from the 

CRT emphasis on voice, storytelling, experience and complex processes. In this 

sense, and as David Gillbom (1998: 52) notes: ‘qualitative research, with its attention 

to multiple participant perspectives, social interaction and power within institutions, 

is more suited to the exploration of‘race’ and racism’.

There are different types of qualitative research paradigms. One such paradigm is 

that of carrying out a case study. Case study is the systematic process of selecting 

information about a particular person, social setting, event, or group to understand 

how it operates or functions (Merriam, 1998; Berg, 2001; Yin, 2009).The use of case 

study research has some key advantages. The method pays attention to subtlety and 

complexity of a specific case in its own right, and has truth embedded in it

57 If used, quantitative methods may lead to an impoverishment of data that will fail to reflect the 
respondent’s perception of the self and that of the world (Bryman, 2001).
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(Adelman, Kemmis, and Jenkins 1980). From the view point of Nisbet and Watt 

(1984), case studies speak for themselves, capturing features which otherwise may 

have been lost in large scale data, and can be undertaken by a single researcher, and 

embraces unanticipated events and uncontrolled variable.

Adopting a case study approach is important within the framework of this study, the 

benefit as Denscombe (2003) suggests is ‘its focus on one instance of a particular 

phenomenon, the potential to gather in-depth accounts of relationships, processes and 

experiences (Denscombe, 2003:32). As such it affords opportunities to explore the 

subtle intricacies of complex social situations and interactions (Neuman 2003, 146) 

and allows for the interrogation of racializing processes including the implicit but 

real manifestations of Whiteness.

This case study can be characterized as “particularistic,” “interpretive,” and 

“explanatory.” It is particularistic as it focuses on a special program or situation 

(Merriam, 1998) - that of participants’ experiences in mainly White schools; it is 

interpretive as it allows the researcher the opportunity to leap from data to 

conclusions (Merriam, 1998); and it is explanatory because it seeks to explain and 

understand the phenomena (Yin, 2003).

A frequently cited limitation attributed to adopting a case study approach, given the 

particularities of the case and the small size of the sample, are problems associated 

with lack of generalizability to a wider population. However, the rigour of the 

research within such a paradigm should be assessed in relation to how the procedural 

and analytical processes are explicated throughout the study, how limitations are 

discussed and recognised and the place of the researcher within the process 

acknowledged. Deem suggests that:

[w]hen case studies are conducted with an awareness of their 
limitations; they can produce results that, whilst not empirically 
generalizable, can assist in theory development and practical 
initiatives and provide useful ground clearing for later projects 
Deem (2002: 845).
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While I would agree with elements of Deem’s assessment, I feel that it can be the 

very limitations that she mentions that reveal the complexity and diversity of 

people’s lives, allowing, as Brannen and Nilsen suggest:

Not only [the opportunity] to build concepts and theoretical 
insights but, equally importantly, contextualise them in 
understandings made at the analytic level of structure (2005: 413).

According to Cooper (2007), although it is normally less demanding to satisfy 

validity demands in qualitative research than it is for quantitative counterparts, one 

must not forget that if a researcher introduces bias into any study, the outcome will 

be invalidation of findings . Two sources of bias that had a bearing on this study 

were those of ‘holistic fallacy’ and ‘elite bias’. It can be tempting to seek out only 

those quotations that illustrate a certain theoretical standpoint. ‘Holistic fallacy’ is 

the interpretation of events as more congruent than they really are, ignoring outliers 

in the data’ (Cooper, 2007:9). To guard against the introduction of holistic fallacy, I 

made myself aware of the danger, and also actively sought out cases that seemed to 

contradict the findings, and attempted to account for them using theoretical concepts 

advanced from other cases.

The second source of potential bias that I was wary of, was the danger that those 

confident and expressive participants would dominate findings. Known as ‘elite bias’ 

this term, according to Cooper (2007:9), describes the giving of ‘greater weight to 

the responses of more powerful or articulate informants’. Some participants in this 

study were more articulate than others; however, being aware of the pitfall of ‘elite 

bias’ I ensured that the opinions of all the participants and not just those expressed by 

the more eloquent participants were included. As a result of this precaution the 

researcher was confident that the findings represented the whole group.

Within qualitative research the respondents’ truthfulness and integrity can also be 

questioned, alongside the ability to recall past experiences and events. In this thesis I 

acknowledge the importance of personal perspectives and experiences, valuing them 

as effective data, while detailing the context within which they are gathered. One of 

the charges levied against relying on this approach is the subjectivity of the accounts
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collected. However, the concept of objectivity in research has been increasingly 

problematized and challenged and, for many researchers, the preference is now to 

recognise the benefits of subjective accounts while noting their limitations 

(Gelsthorpe 1992, Letherby 2003, Maynard & Purvis 1994). Nonetheless, even with 

subjectivity acknowledged, I recognise that ‘there is no technique or methodological 

logic that can neutralise the social nature of interpretation’ (Letherby 2003: 71). It is 

important, therefore, to appreciate that, within the research process, neither 

researcher nor participants can identify or nullify all their prejudices, and that 

responses to research questions may be influenced by who is asking the question or 

when the question was posed. In defence of the method Hodkinson and Hodkinson 

(2001) state:

‘[l]ike all good researchers, we try to present adequate evidence from 

the data to support the stories we tell, but a certain amount has to be 

taken on trust’ (2001:11).

Research Design

The broad focus of this study is examining the experiences and perceptions of 

minority ethnic young people in mainly White schools in Northern Ireland. In 

addressing the research aims, the study employed two principle research strategies, 

including a pilot study. The main purpose for conducting the focus group interviews 

was to establish from the students what they regarded as significant issues in their 

schooling lives. The focus group sample consisted of 24 young people between the 

ages of 14 and 18. Nine were male and fifteen were female respondents.

After the focus groups were conducted a series of pilot interviews took place. This 

proved a valuable part of the research design as they drew attention to the difficulties 

that I might have encountered if I had only used a semi-structured interview schedule 

and thus, vignettes were incorporated. The pilot sample consisted of seven minority 

ethnic students (none of whom participated in the focus groups), three were male and 

four female.
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The main research method centred on collecting counter-stories from minority ethnic 

students, this was done through a series of in-depth-semi-structured interviews which 

consisted of five vignettes that were drawn up by utilising the focus group data and 

some further questions not relating to the vignettes. Several of the questions after the 

vignettes have been employed from Ross et al. ’s (2006) research with young people, 

to help facilitate the discussion around the themes. It was thought that these 

questions were best suited to supplement a more in-depth understanding of some of 

the issues and they had the further advantage of a proven track record been used in a 

large scale study with young people. This mixed method was particularly important 

in getting to understand the experiences with and responses to different forms of 

oppression/subordination. Besides this advantageous aspect of addressing issues in 

an in-depth manner the method also enabled and brought to the fore, the hardly ever 

heard voices of the students.

There were fourteen participants, six were male and eight were female. A research 

diary was also kept to provide context for self-reflection and any possible problems. 

Each of the methods utilised provided valuable data and are discussed in further 

detail as the chapter develops.

Sample

An important decision must be made in relation to choosing the study’s participants, 

which brings us to the issue of sampling. Sampling in social research refers to how 

the group of individuals selected to take part in a study is chosen. There are a number 

of different types of sampling, and deciding on the appropriate one depends on a 

number of factors, especially whether the study’s design is qualitative or quantitative. 

Within the quantitative paradigm, depending upon the aim of the study, the most 

popular method of drawing a sample is via the random sample, whereby ‘the nature 

of the population is defined and all members have an equal [or at least known] 

chance of selection’ (Marshall, 1996:522). Quantitative sampling usually aims to 

study large representative samples drawn from the population, with the intention of 

generalising results back to the larger population and is often pre-testing a preset 

hypothesis.
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Qualitative studies on the other hand generally forgo the desire to generalise to a 

wider population and instead seek to place the individual and his /her story at the 

centre of the research process adopting a more humanistic approach. This study aims 

to produce a clear understanding of the lived experiences of minority ethnic young 

people who attend school in a mainly White context. Therefore it stands to reason 

that the sample must consist of actively sought out individuals who fit that criteria. 

Abrams (2010) terms this type of sample as:

A strategy in which the researcher exercises his or her judgment about 

who will provide the best perspective on the phenomenon of interest, 

and then intentionally invites those specific perspectives into the study 

(Abrams, 2010: 3).

Hence, a purposive sampling technique was used to select minority ethnic 

participants to participate in the study.

Due to the nature of CRT and the centrality of the ‘voice’ of respondents, my main 

aim was to listen to the accounts and experiences of and minority ethnic pupils. I 

have chosen young minority ethnic people from 12-17 years of age (two respondents 

were slightly older) because they are at the later stages of schooling and so can 

reflect back on their schooling experiences. Additionally, they were at an age where 

young people have the developmental capacity to reflect upon their experiences in 

the manner needed to complete in-depth interviews successfully. The students came 

from different linguistic and ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds throughout 

Northern Ireland. This diversity was also part of my sampling strategy to capture a 

range of voices and stories and to look for differences and commonalities. As far as 

possible, interviews were planned to contain students who had attended school in 

Northern Ireland for a minimum of five years. This legitimised asking the young

58 This study accepts that other minority ethnic groups such as Travellers and Romas exist in Northern 
Ireland. Nevertheless, this research is not able to include all the groups who may fall under this 
category.
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people to reflect on their experiences over a long period enhancing the validity of the 

research.

Most of the minority ethnic students recruited for this study had moved to the United 

Kingdom from elsewhere and were not bom in Northern Ireland. This was not an 

intended purpose of the study. The participants for the focus groups and pilot aspects 

of the study included one sibling pair each and a cousin-pair. Recruiting minority 

ethnic people for research in a predominantly White area (of a specific age group) 

was challenging, particularly as current estimates state minority ethnic make-up 1- 

2% of the population.59 Accordingly, the sample of young people applied research 

can be deemed a ‘hard-to-reach’ group (see Flanagan and Hancock, 2010 for more 

background reading on hard to reach groups).

With all samples I kept a list of participants’ backgrounds as the sampling 

progressed. As a result, participants came from a variety of areas in and outside 

Belfast and social backgrounds. (A profile list of all participants who took part in the 

in-depth interviews can be found immediately after this chapter).

Access

Lofland and Lofland (1984) contend that researchers are more likely to gain 

successful access to situations if they make use of contacts that can help remove 

barriers to entrance as well as treating respondents with courtesy (Hoepfl,1997). 

Initially, it was planned that recruitment of the participants would be achievable 

through accessing interviewees via voluntary and community organisations, such as 

youth clubs, religious venues and ethnic minority organizations. This would facilitate 

purposive sampling and obtain representations from a range of ethnic backgrounds; 

however, gaining access to such a hard to research population proved more difficult 

than expected. Carey et al. (2001:321) confirm this in their research highlighting 

how securing an interview is far more difficult than explained in textbooks. They site 

various examples of obtaining access namely: ‘access as a function of personal 

connections (Lofland & Lofland, 1984), persistence (Whyte, 1943), luck (Berg,

59 See Chapter 1
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1989), and being prepared with persuasive accounts of research intent (Palys, 1997), 

and courtesy (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994)’.

Of my existing contacts made through my previous non-governmental organisation 

(NGO) work I managed to only arrange one focus group. One youth club I 

approached wanted payment which I could not afford and many of the other people 

and organizations had very few young people on their databases. Due to this 

difficulty, I decided to place an announcement in the local NGO e-mailing lists, I 

also began visiting and attending community meetings and functions either making a 

call for participants or approaching potential candidates. Additionally, I started 

writing and telephoning various NGOs and places of worship within Belfast and in 

various locations outside Belfast.

Eventually, I managed to secure five focus groups; three focus groups were 

conducted in smaller towns in Northern Ireland and the remaining two were in 

Belfast. The sample thus was drawn from across Northern Ireland. For the one-to- 

one in-depth interviews (including the pilot interviews) access was obtained in the 

same way as the focus group sample. However, given that the rationale for 

conducting the focus groups was to inform the themes for the in-depth interviews, I 

purposely decided not to use the same respondents. By using a different sample my 

intention was to avoid repetition and for the respondents to have the opportunity to 

comment on themes that were new to them.

The Tables that follow provides information on the samples of the focus groups, the 

pilot studies and the in-depth semi-structured interviews.
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Focus Group Sample 

Table 1A.
Craigavon Focus Group

Name Gender School Age Religion

Paul Male Secondary 15 None

Tariq Male Secondary 16 Muslim

lyaaz Male College 18 Muslim

Table IB.

Generation Y’s Focus Group

Name Gender School Age Religion

Dean Male Grammar 17 Christian

Nancy Female Grammar 18 Christian

Table 1C.
Sam’s Focus Group

Name Gender School Age Religion

Sam Male College 18 Christian

Raj Male College 18 Hindu

Vishnu Male Secondary 16 Hindu

Robbie Male Grammar 17 Catholic

Table ID
One World’s Focus Group

Name Gender School Age Religion

Adam Male Grammar 16 Catholic

Maria Female Grammar 15 Catholic
Stacey Female Grammar 16 Catholic
Nathalie Female Grammar 16 Catholic

Nadette Female Grammar 14 Catholic
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Table IE
Omagh Focus group

Name Gender School Age Religion

Teresa Female College 18 None

Dipti Female Grammar 15 Hindu

Paula Female Grammar 15 None

Sammy Female Grammar 16 Christian

Lucy Female Grammar 15 Christian

Rani a Female Grammar 17 Muslim

Karen Female Grammar 15 None

Aggie Female Grammar 16 Catholic

Marcia Female Grammar 16 Catholic

Lisa Female College 18 Catholic

Before the in-depth interviews began a pilot study was conducted to test the

interview schedule, derived from the themes of the focus groups. The rationale

behind conducting a pilot study was to identify any problems practical or logistical

before the in-depth interview stage.

Table 2: Pilot Sample

Name Gender School Age Religion

Ian Male Integrated 18 Easygoing

Callum Male College 20 None

Arifa Female Integrated 20 Muslim

Malika Female Integrated 16 Islam

Leona Female College 18 None

Ellingtom Male College 24 Christian

Ray Female College 19 Catholic
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The final stage of data collection was conducting in-depth interviews conducted with 

a diverse sample of minority ethnic students. A profile sheet providing more 

information on the following interviewees will be provided immediately after this 

chapter.

Table 3: In-Depth Interviews Sample

Name Gender School Age Religion

Alex Male Secondary 17 Catholic

Belinda Female Secondary 16 Dutch Reformed
Church

Ben Male Grammar 16 Christian

Boys
Belfast

of Male Secondary 18 Hindu

Chedza Female Grammar 17 Atheist

Emily Female Secondary 15 Seventh-Day 
Adventist

Nora Female College 19 Muslim

Runscape Male Integrated
grammar

13 Muslim

Rachel Female Secondary 16 Christian

Sophia Female Grammar 16 Muslim

Steven Male Integrated 12 Muslim

Tamara Female Grammar 14 Jewish

Tiger Lily Female Grammar 13 Atheist

Timothy Male Grammar 15 Reformed Jew

Rapport and Trust

Contact before interviews consisted of telephone calls, text messages and emails 

dealing with enquires about the research and interview procedure, venue and other 

related matters. This contact was not only important logistically and practically, but 

also for building relationships with participants. All contact with participants both 

before and during interviews was as relaxed as possible. Attempts to make 

respondents as comfortable as possible in preparation for the interview included:
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using first names only, thanking them for agreeing to take part, offering drinks and 

snacks (in some cases) and chatting about topics unrelated to the study such as 

music, popular culture, events etc. These seemingly small acts were crucial for 

building trust and reducing the imbalance of power should one exist (Danby et al., 

2011); as Oakley suggests, non-hierarchical relationships between researcher and 

researched are essential (Oakley, 1998). Where they do not exist there is a more risk 

of the participant not trusting the researcher and possibly failing to disclose 

information accurately. Not only was the richness of the data enhanced by using non- 

hierarchical techniques but also validity and credibility were strengthened.

It became clear that I established great rapport with most of the participants. This 

affinity was achieved by chatting to them about unrelated matters before the 

interview and/or meeting them before the interview. This was a clear indication the 

participants felt safe with me which was evident in the way distressing topics such as 

racist bullying, racist harassment and self-harm were brought up in conversation and 

addressed. One particular incident that springs to mind was after an interview with 

‘Boys of Belfast’ where he straightforwardly told me what kind of girls he ‘liked’. 60

Part of my methodology included the use of vignettes to facilitate any stressful 

incidents that might of being raised and to provide a more imaginative research 

method other than a list of questions. It was through my use of vignettes that I found 

a shift in the balance of power. Participants could exercise control as to what they 

chose to answer and what they wanted to avoid, as the vignettes did not put the 

participants on the spot to deliver an answer, and hence, the participants could 

exercise more control and had greater freedom to discuss issues relevant to the 

interview. Furthermore, the evidence of the depth of relationships and rapport that I 

developed will be clear from the quality of the data reported in the following 

chapters.

60 Boys of Belfast was the pseudonym chosen by this particular male respondent
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Data Collection Instruments

This study employed two research methods in which to carry out the research, focus 

groups and in-depth semi-structured interviews. The first method used was a series of 

focus groups. The primary intention behind this was to gauge from the students 

themselves what issues were pertinent to them as a collective in their secondary 

schools. Once these themes were realized an interview schedule was drawn up for 

stage two of the research design, the in-depth-semi structured interviews. Before that 

took place I conducted a series of pilot interviews to test the interview schedule. 

These proved valuable because they illustrated a need for vignettes to address 

sensitive issues that were coming up (as will be discussed below in more detail). 

Finally, in-depth semi-structured interviews, aided by vignettes, were conducted, 

otherwise known in the CRT literature as counter-stories.

Focus Group Interviewing with Students

Prior to participating in the focus groups mentioned above each group signed consent 

forms, ground rules were agreed and a standard ‘ice breaker’ task was used to aid 

group interaction (Kreuger 2000). Each group discussion lasted approximately 

90minutes, and was digitally-recorded and subsequently transcribed. The focus 

groups were designed under the premise that they should contain enough participants 

to be able to contribute to a dynamic discussion but not too small where only one or 

two members might dominate the discussion. Five focus groups were conducted and 

four to six participants. Nonetheless, there were two occasions when, due to the use 

of gatekeepers, groups consisted of ten and two girls respectively.

The focus groups were kept positive by encouraging participants to express and 

exchange their views and provided me with an understanding of how participants 

make sense of issues and themselves in school. The method was successful because 

it took advantage of how attitudes and opinions are developed through conversation 

and interaction, while I was able to access their inter-subjective experiences 

(experiences shared by a group). Moreover, as, Terre Blanche and Durheim (1999) 

note focus groups can elicit a range of experiences and opinions from a focus group 

thought to homogenous.
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Additionally, I was mindful that individuals have different dispositions and therefore 

some respondents might dominate the group discussion or be quiet and not contribute 

as much to the discussion. Furthermore I was aware some members of the focus 

group might not be forthcoming about their opinions and may not want the other 

members of the group to know their honest opinion. In the instances where I did feel 

these issues arising I would ask a question to the group as a whole and once I 

received an answer ask the same in a different format individually. If I saw a young 

person who was shy I decided I would not force the issue and moved on. There were 

only two occasions this happened and on both occasions when given the opportunity 

to speak both participants gave me their point of view, I suspect it was a case of 

overwhelming and differing personalities in these two groups.

At the heart of these discussions were questions relating to general issues about 

school life. Issues included academic and non-academic matters, friendships, teacher 

relationships and anything the group wanted to highlight that I had not addressed 

with them. The analyses from the focus group meetings determined the following 

main themes:

• Mainly White environments

• Racism(s)

• Identity

• Religion

• Teachers

• Friends

• Peers

• Social exclusion in and out of school

• Suggestions for improving school practice
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These themes were also important because they provided inspiration for the vignettes 
used in the one-to-one in-depth semi-structured interviews.61

Piloting the Study

A pilot study was also used to test how well the method of snowball sampling would 

work in gaining access to the required population for the second strand of the study. 

The second strand of the study entailed conducting in-depth semi-structured 

interviews with young people from minority ethnic backgrounds. As a result, only 

two additional respondents were recruited through the respondents interviewed for 

the pilot study. However, through exploring other lines of referral, the sampling 

frame grew. The pilots raised many issues and led to a reorganisation of the 

interview schedule and to the inclusion of a list of vignettes as a research method. 

Hence the pilot was invaluable and thus instrumental in identifying and rectifying the 

interview instrument.

A pilot study in the literature is referred to as a feasibility study that comprises 

‘small-scale versions of the planned study, trial runs of planned methods, or 

miniature versions of the anticipated research’ in order to ‘answer a methodological 

question(s) and to guide the development of the research plan’ (Perry, 2001: 60 cited 

in Kim, 2010:191).62 Before the project was fully undertaken, the decision to 

implement a pilot exercise was made whose primary aim would be to test the 

feasibility of the proposed study. Specifically, the rationales for undertaking the pilot 

were: (1) to see if the research methods could be affected on some of the sensitive 

themes that needed to be addressed with this sampling frame; (2) to test an interview 

protocol; and (3) to identify any practical issues and difficulties, for example timing, 

and see if they could be resolved before the main project began.

Five pilot interviews were conducted with young people before entering the field. 

Four of the pilot interviews were held in private residences with the other being held

61 As Denzin and Lincoln note: 'A combination of methods is often useful in research because it is 
difficult for any single method to capture the full richness of human experience’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994 cited in Eder and Fingersen, 2002:188.

62 A major advantage of qualitative research is that tactics and techniques can be continuously 
appraised and adjusted as themes and issues emerge.
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in a quiet room in the university Carrying out a pilot study preceding the main data 

collection period encouraged revisions to the interview schedule and enhanced levels 

of rapport. Early interviews highlighted the fact that some of my interventions could 

be received as inappropriate or improperly worded. For example, some of the 

questions in the pilot schedule were very broad and the data derived was not specific 

to one topic. Terminology was also a problem because different young people had 

different understandings of certain terms. I decided from the outcome of these 

findings that drawing up scenarios that would explain these in simple terms would be 

the best way forward.

On a positive note however, I quickly learnt that finding out about delicate topics 

such as racist incidents or experiences of social exclusion required an insightful 

approach. Thus, I developed a highly tuned sensitivity which became an invaluable 

skill as the pilot interviews and subsequent interviews progressed. As a result of 

some of the sensitive material that was continually being addressed it was decided 

the best way forward was to draw up vignettes. The use of vignettes in the in-depth 

interviews proved invaluable, as the stories were a way to address sensitive issues in
/'T

a non-threatening manner.

Vignettes

To aid the in-depth interviews, vignettes were used as a research method as part of 

the interview. Finch (1987:105) describes them as ‘short stories about hypothetical 

characters in specified circumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is invited to 

respond’(cited in Barter and Reynold, 1999); whereas Robin Tierney describes 

vignettes as ‘realistic short stories that can be used to collect participants views on 

sensitive or ethical topics in either intervention or interpretive research designs 

(2011). Their use also offers an opportunity for the respondents to compare and 

contrast interpretations of uniform situations (Renold, 2002).

63 As Hughes and others argue vignettes can be useful in exploring potentially sensitive topics that 
participants might otherwise find difficult to discuss (cited in Barter and Renold, 1999).

110



Additionally, other researchers have found vignettes especially useful when 

conducting research involving children or young people, because they enable the 

interview to flow easily from an abstract level natural to a personal level ( especially 

if sensitive subjects are being discussed) (Hazel, 1995). This technique also builds 

confidence and a sense of safety between the young participant and the researcher 

(Noble-Carr, 2006).

The usage of vignettes in the interview was explained to the participants before the 

interviews began. Additionally, participants were informed that the characters in the 

vignettes were fictitious but that the vignettes had being constructed from 

information gathered in focus groups. I chose to place the vignettes at the beginning 

of each section of the interview guide. This helped to build rapport, put participants 

at ease and led to the discussion about the fictitious scenario that produced data that 

might otherwise have gone untapped. After the vignette was read out I proceeded to 

ask a series of follow up question related to the character/s and other open-ended 

questions around that particular theme. Vignettes ‘tend to be followed by a series of 

open-ended questions that principally ask “what”, “how” and, to a lesser extent, 

“why” (Robin Tierney: 2011:5). In a dissertation context their development are likely 

to be based on a conceptual framework and on key literature on vignettes such as 

Freed (2000), Hughes and Huby (2004), Jeffries and Maeder (2004), Pedhazur 

(1969), Wenzel and Holt (2000), and Wilks (2004).

As mentioned above, there were five vignettes based on five themes namely: 

experience of social exclusion; racist incidents; friendships; interaction with peers 

and faith issues (see Appendix G). I read the vignette out and each participant had a 

copy of the vignette on a laminated piece of paper to follow for themselves. Hughes 

and Huby (2004) suggest that asking participants to respond as if they are the person 

in the research can reduce the efforts of social desirability. In this study participants 

were asked how they thought the characters in the vignettes should act and how they 

would behave if faced with such a situation. One drawback in regards to vignettes as 

a research method is the relationship amongst the vignette and social reality. Critics 

suggest what people say they would do in response to a vignette is not how they 

might behave in actuality (see Barter and Reynold, 2000). However this criticism has
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been directed specifically to studies that have used vignettes as a sole method of data 

collection, which was not the case in this study. A mixed methods approach was 

adopted in this study for two main reasons. Firstly, the literature suggested a mixed 

methods approach was the best tactic to utilise when interviewing children and 

young people (Punch, 2002; Eder and Fingerson’s 2002). Scholars argued different 

approaches would build the confidence of the young people; provide the capacity 

for concentration and make the interview process more interesting for the 

respondents. As Eder and Fingerson suggest (2002) suggest:

Children’s experiences are grounded in their own peer cultures and 

life experiences’, [for this reason] ‘it is especially important that 

researchers use interviews in combination with other methods, both to 

obtain more valid responses and to strengthen the analysis of the 

interview data (2002:188).

In-depth Semi- Structured Interviews

The objective of this research was to discover participants’ experiences of 

racialization in a mainly White context. In accordance with the theoretical, 

epistemological and methodological focus of this study this appeared the appropriate 

method to employ. CRT’s notion of listening to the accounts of minority ethnic 

people offer a ‘hearing’ through scholarship fits well with qualitative research 

commitment to let respondents speak for themselves therefore there is a strong 

connection for qualitative educational research and CRT scholarship. Furthermore, it 

has been argued studies that employ the in-depth interview method are well well- 

matched to examine the complexities of identity. This method allowed the children 

and young people to reveal in their own words counter-stories their feelings and 

understandings about personal interactions and specific events that were poignant to 

them. The method also enabled me, as the researcher, to assess through a more 

detailed interview schedule the participants negotiation and resistance skills. 64 

Additionally, qualitative in-depth interviewing was found to be appropriate providing

64As Thome suggests: ‘ Qualitative studies seek to generate knowledge about common patterns and 
themes within human experience’ (Thome,2008:69)
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participants an opportunity to present their own views on their experiences in mainly 

White institutions, rather than fitting their responses in pre-determined categories. 

Finally, the choice of utilizing the interview approach was found to be appropriate, as 

it would have been difficult to conduct a focus group discussion with some of the 

sensitive topics addressed. This was reaffirmed during the fieldwork and analysis 

stage whereby powerful quotations relating to individual lived experiences were 

produced frequently more in the in-depth interviews.

According to scholars such as Johnson (2001), a researcher who uses in-depth 

interviewing commonly seeks ‘deep information and knowledge than is sought in 

surveys, informal interviewing, or focus groups for example’ (2001:104).63 Similarly 

in this study, the in-depth interviews were used as a way to verify the themes drawn 

out of the focus groups via vignettes.

I found the interviews, supported by the inclusion of vignettes, went really well. The 

interviews lasted on average an hour and some went onto an hour and a half. 

Respondents identified with the people and experiences of the events or told me of 

friends that had experienced something similar.

Research Ethics

Accordingly to Paul Connolly the researcher must show ‘respect for the rights and 

dignity of the participants’ (2003:30). In this regard, several ethical protocols were 

followed in the present study. From the outset it was acknowledged that this research 

involving young people could give rise to particular sensitivities. Hence, meticulous 

thought and care was exercised when conducting the research along with an 

acknowledgement that ethical dilemmas might occur at any point of my fieldwork 

and, not just at the point of contact with research subjects (see Morrow, 1996 and 

Plummer, 1983) (own emphasis). Before starting the study ethical approval was 

sought and granted via the School Of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work’s 

Research Ethics Committee, which verified my research design as ethically sound.

63 Robin Tierney (2011) confirms that vignettes can be part of an integrated or combined with focus- 
groups, interviews or observations.
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Free and Informed Consent

The ethics of social research with young people and children are deemed highly 

significant. Prominent writers in the field such as Patricia Alderson (1995) feel it is 

essential to gain the consent of young people and children prior to the interview 

(including during the interview and after the interview has been conducted too). All 

participants in this research were notified of the purpose of the research and the 

nature of questions prior to the research, both through written and verbal formats. 

Informed consent was ensured by providing the participants with a comprehensive 

leaflet and consent form prior to their agreeing to take part in the research. A copy of 

each can be found in Appendix E. Importantly, these leaflets clarified issues such as 

consent, the right to withdraw and confidentiality. Additionally, the leaflet was 

explained verbally prior to commencing each step of the fieldwork and written 

consent was sought and given too.

Similarly, informed consent involves more than discussing the research and 

requesting a signature before the interview commences. Kenyon (1996) argues that 

informed is an on-going negotiation that occurs throughout the research. It was made 

clear in writing and verbally to participants that they should feel free to withdraw 

consent at any time without feeling pressurized to continue.

At the beginning of the interviews, I would ensure that the participant had read and 

understood the information and had a chance to ask questions. At this point I 

received the young people’s informed consent (indicating they knew and understood 

the purpose of the research). At no time was I made aware of opposition to being 

interviewed from any participants and during all the interviews I tried my best to 

monitor the participants’ body language for signs of fatigue or distress.

Participants who were under the age of 16 were asked to seek written parental or 

guardian consent. This was in accordance with ethical procedure and academic 

scholarship advising researchers must ensure they have gained the consent of their 

respective gatekeepers (see Cree et al, 2002).
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In some cases, potential respondents were contacted by a gatekeeper, in the form of a 

youth worker or community worker; in these instances, respondents were often 

reluctant to consent to an interview. On a separate occasion, I met with three 

potential participants at a local NGO event and explained the research project; I did 

receive a contact telephone number from one of the young males with a view to 

meeting up. However, the potential participant never actually contacted me. During 

these instances I was concerned to ensure that consent should be obtained freely and 

without duress or coercion, although this was sometimes difficult to bear in mind 

when obtaining participants for the study was not an easy process.66

Confidentiality and anonymity

Respondents were assured that their confidentiality and anonymity would be 

protected. All responses given by participants were treated with utmost 

confidentiality. Information obtained was not revealed to or shared with other people 

apart from those working directly with the researcher on the study such as the 

Academic Supervisor(s) and one transcriber recruited to type a written copy of each 

interview. Furthermore, to protect the identity of the participants who have taken part 

in this study, pseudonyms are used. All participants chose their own pseudonyms. 

Allowing the participants to choose their own pseudonyms was also a means to gain 

reciprocity and helped to lessen the power differential inherent in the researcher- 

researched relationship, and to give them further involvement and inclusion in the 

research process (see Barker and Weller, 2003). Moreover, confidentiality was 

assured through data protection procedures (storage, encryption, locked cabinets). 

Permission to digitally record the interview was sought since the transcripts were 

used for in-depth analysis afterwards.

Potential Harm

In addition to the above, I was aware some participants in the interviews might well 

relay experiences of traumatic events and of issues of a sensitive nature. I considered 

it my obligation to identify appropriate support mechanisms and had details at hand 

to pass onto the respondent (Morrow, 1996; Bryman, 2004). All respondents were

66 As Masson explains: ‘No individual should exert undue persuasion on a child or young person to 
take part, especially when this person is in a position of power over that child or young person’ 
(Masson 2000 cited in Cree: 50).

115



advised verbally prior to the start of the interview that where necessary an adult 

would be informed of distressing or stressful accounts.

The participants were advised to what extent anonymity would be adhered to. As a 

researcher it was my duty to inform them this might be broken if they reveal they are 

at harm (or others) and where I detect evidence likely to cause harm. This was 

always done prior to the interview taking place. Moreover, whilst interviewing I was 

continuously conscious of the legal and professional duty that was required of me.

Safe environment

Additionally, I purposely arranged a safe environment for interviewees and focus 

groups. The focus groups were conducted in various sites around Northern Ireland. 

Two interviews were conducted in a quiet room booked by myself on the university 

campus. One of the focus groups was conducted at a local NGO centre, another at a 

local college and the final focus group was held in an Indian restaurant. The last 

focus group was on a lunch break from a youth project and with their consent was 

interviewed after their lunch. In hindsight while they felt comfortable and relaxed the 

venue was not conducive to the interview process, with the recorder picking up some 

extraneous noises which meant that the discussion could not be heard in its entirety.

The one-to one interviews were either held at the respondent’s homes or in a quiet 

room organized by myself in Queen’s University.

Data analysis

Data analysis refers to what is done with the collected data in order to discover the 

general underlying principles of the phenomena of interest. In quantitative research, 

this process is mathematical and often involves statistical testing of data from 

standardised surveys as examples (McQueen and Knussen, 2006). In qualitative 

study, once the collection period started right through to completion, the process 

involves scrutinising and processing interview and diary material so that patterns and 

themes could be identified and an overall picture of participants’ schooling 

experiences could begin to be put together. Jorgensen’s (1989) description of this 

part of the research is useful:

116



Analysis us breaking up, separating or disassembling of research 
materials into pieces, parts, elements, or units. With facts broken 
down into manageable pieces, the researcher sorts and sifts them, 
searching for types, classes, sequences, processes or wholes. The 
aim of this process is to assemble or reconstruct the data in a 
meaningful or comprehensible fashion (Jorgensen, 1989: 107 cited 
in Boeije, 2010:76).

Interviewer transcription of data clearly has advantages in enhancing familiarity with 

the data (Silverman 1985). In this study, the transcription of interview data was 

problematic due to my (dis)ability. As someone who actively disclosed my 

(dis)ability upon university registration solutions to this dilemma were sought from 

the outset of the research process. To this end I was able to access funds to finance a 

transcriber for the duration of my interviews. While I did have reservations about not 

being able to transcribe the interviews myself, I developed other ways of getting to 

grips with the data while waiting on completion of transcripts. For example, as noted 

earlier, I kept a research diary after each interview in which I recorded any initial 

feelings, thoughts and ideas about each interview. Furthermore, Arksey and Knight 

(1999) assert that transcriptions are neither neutral nor value free, but:

What passes from tape to paper is the result of decisions about what 
ought to go on part ... Sometimes, a transcriber decides to type 
only words not pauses ... Similarly, there is the notorious problem 
of how to punctuate speech: where should full stops , semi -colons 
and commas go? What about paragraph marks ...? (141 cited in 
Henn et ai, 2009:249).

These issues are arguably more complex if the interviewer is not the transcriber. In 

particular there is an added need to consider the problem of transcriber reliability 

(Kvale 1996). I felt it was important, therefore, at the outset to inform the transcriber 

what I wanted to gain from the transcripts. I gave the transcriber an interview guide 

so that she could familiarise herself with predictive content and terminology because 

‘[t]he quality of transcriptions can be improved by clear instructions about 

procedures and purposes of the transcriptions’ (Kvale 1996:163).

67 For example, in terms of layout, distinguishing between interviewer and interviewee and so on.
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When the transcripts were completed, I embarked on reading and re-reading them to 

identify themes in order to code the data, identify patterns and outliers, and make 

summaries. While reading through transcripts, I colour-coded each theme (e.g. text 

highlighted in blue indicated the topic under discussion was ‘resilience’), while also 

making notes of any other information that appeared particularly unique for 

participants. This study employed the thematic approach when analysing the 

generated data. This involved, familiarising myself with the data and developing 

initial codes. Thereafter themes were generated, defined reviewed and finally 

contrasted (to ensure rigour).

The actual analysis involved a back and forth process rather than a linear progression 

through the stages. Herein lies the appeal of this type of research - iteration- or the 

moving back and forward between data collection and analysis to identify patterns 

and then, if necessary, modifying the tools for collection of further data. Coded 

categories derived from the focus groups became tools for further data collection and 

proved particularly rewarding in this study as pertinent issues relating to the young 

people’s authentic experiences became apparent and were explored in vignette form 

in subsequent interviews.

After repeatedly reading the transcripts and summarizing those responses, themes 

and sub-themes were identified. A conceptual map was then produced which 

recorded summarised responses and identified themes in the data. They were used to 

group participants with similar characteristics or those who identified with a 

particular theme. These maps were also used to identify differences and similarities.

Quotes were selected that would best illuminate a particular point because it was the 

most representative of a particular opinion or experience or because it was evocative 

of a response. Given the breadth and depth of the data collected in this study, the 

selection of a quote or a number of quotes was not that easy. However every attempt 

has been made to use quotes that best represent the views of the young people who 

took part.
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Reflection and Reflexivity

In the field of qualitative research the researcher’s role is significant and pivotal to 

the research undertaken for numerous reasons. According to Berg and Smith (1988): 

researchers ‘formulate ideas, collect and interpret data, and build theory’ (Berg & 

Smith, 1988: 11 cited in Mehra, 2002). Inevitably I was aware my presence as a 

perceived Muslim woman and a racial minority within Northern Ireland would have 

some implications on my work in the field.

For example, when I approached a local mosque to try and obtain participants from 

their Madressa (Sunday school) I was questioned on whether I attended the mosque. 

The tone from the member of staff was ‘we don’t know you and therefore are 

reluctant to let you in’. Additionally, there were initial concerns regarding my role as 

a Black researcher and the potential for accusations of bias. This questioning in the 

early stages of my research eventually led me to conclude that while accusations of 

bias may arise, this was inevitable part of the research process as some scholars 

argue ’researchers are ‘human beings and not machines’ (Sellitz and Jahoda 

1965:41).

Debate around a researcher’s role in qualitative research has been a contentious issue 

within the methodological scholarship. Particularly around the identity of the 

researcher and he/she shares an identity with the participants under investigation 

(otherwise known as insider status). For example, an argument acknowledging the 

value of insider status would be the participant would be more open and accept the 

researcher more and subsequently data might be more in-depth. Indeed, as Young 

points out:

[bjeing on the inside means that the researcher can maintain a 
shared sense of comfort and ease in interacting in the field, and that 
the researcher is sensitive and responsive to the cultural and social 
distinctiveness of the people under study (Young ,2004:198).

This is also known in the literature as race of the interviewer effect (Gunaratnam, 

2003). There is no denying that my perceptions led me to believe that the 

respondents might have felt more at ease talking to me as I am visibly different and
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from a minority ethnic background than the majority White researchers in Northern 

Ireland. With some of the respondents we spoke about mutual people we knew in the 

minority ethnic sector and communities or certain cultural events and this, in a sense, 

created trust and rapport. However, there is no way to substantiate this except by 

reiterating within the interviews that I felt I created a very good connection with the 

majority of my respondents. Indeed, a recent study of African-Caribbean people and 

citizenship in Britain, which involved questions on discrimination, it was considered 

sensible to use African-Caribbean interviewers (Layton-Henry, 2003). In his 

Northern Ireland study, Rose (1971) considered matching the religious affiliation of 

the interviewer to that of the respondents, but the pilot studies showed that this was 

not an issue raised by the respondents.

Nevertheless, it can be argued that all interviews take place within a context of social 

divisions, As Gunaratnam states: ‘Interviews are always characterized by relations of 

‘race’, ethnicity, class, gender, age, sexuality and disability’ (Gunaratnam, 2003: 76). 

More importantly, I would argue that Black researchers will not be in a unique or 

greater advantage understanding racism or equally would they be able to identify
/-o

with members of their racial or ethnic group.). Furthermore, as Phoenix has 

suggested, this strategy might lead to the marginalisation of research on Black 

researchers ‘relegated by the logic of racial matching to studying only those of the 

same race’ (Phoenix, 1994 cited in Twine and Warren, 2000:14)

Moreover, I was conscious of the need to remain critically reflexive, and my role and 

position in the research remains part of the analysis in the chapters that follow. I 

draw attention to instances where I felt my position may have influenced what 

respondents said (either because they said more than they would have done to a 

White researcher or less because of you being a woman, or an adult etc.).

68 Adhering to Gunaratnam’s position I think all researchers should be sensitive towards the complex 
workings of race/ethnicity - independent of their respective racial or ethnic identification - and 
carefully analyse how race and racial identities are negotiated and situated in the research process 
(Gunaratnam, 2003).
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Conclusion
Critical Race theory is a body of theory that enables a sophisticated understanding of 

how minority ethnic identity is complex, overlapping and dynamic. This chapter has 

argued that linking CRT to qualitative research fosters a connection with theory and 

the lived experience of minority ethnic students. This is achieved in four ways. 

Firstly, through the use of counter-stories which are seen as a way to critique and 

expose the normal discourse of Whiteness. Secondly, through the use of 

intersectionality CRT shows how various social constructs such as gender and 

religion intersect with minority ethnic people’s negotiations, understandings and 

experiences. Thirdly, the method is useful in terms of addressing a more multi

layered discussion about life in a mainly White context because it takes into account 

other perspective beside the Black and White binary. Finally, and fourthly, CRT 

emphasises the importance of a reflexive stance by the researcher in order to avoid 

any bias within the research.

These points have been addressed in this chapter in relation to this particular study. 

In the beginning of the chapter it was argued that there remains a Euro-American 

epistemological outlook and that CRT can help address this imbalance. Hence, in this 

study the sample was purposively chosen to highlight the experiences of the 

marginalised ethnic minority population. Furthermore, the chapter argued as a CRT 

methodology foregrounds race and racism but also challenges the separate discourses 

on gender or religion. The research design and the inclusion of range of methods 

that built upon each other enabled data to be collected in a meaningful and ethical 

manner that acknowledged the sensitivities and complexities of the issues being 

explored Finally, this chapter emphasized the importance CRT gives to the location 

of the self within the research process and of the need to be as transparent as possible 

in terms of how data were produced and interpreted.
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Profile Sheet

In order to enable fuller engagement with the following two chapters that follow 

profiles of each of the individuals interviewed as part of this research project.

Alex, a 17 year old male, bom in Portugal. He identifies as a Catholic, he did not 

state his ethnicity. He attends a co-ed secondary school in east Belfast. His first 

language is Portuguese and his second language is English. His father is bom in Cape 

Verde and is an electrician by trade and his mother is bom in Portugal and works in 

business. Both his parents have been college educated. Alex is a refugee, who came 

to Northern Ireland to live with his cousin in West Belfast.

Belinda, a 16 year old female, bom in Zimbabwe. She identifies as a member of the 

Dutch Reformed Church and classifies herself as Black African in terms of her 

ethnicity. She attends a co-ed secondary school in east Belfast. Her first language is 

Shona and her second is English. Both her parents are bom in Zimbabwe. She has 

sought political asylum from Zimbabwe with her family.

Ben, a 16 year old male, bom in South Korea. He identifies as a Christian and 

classifies himself as Korean. He attends a co-ed grammar school in south Belfast. His 

first language is Korean his second and third language is English and German 

respectfully. Both his parents are bom in South Korea. His father is a physics 

professor and his mother is a journalist.

Boys of Belfast, an 18 year old male, bom in India. He identifies as a Hindu and 

categorized his ethnicity as Hindu. He attends a co-ed secondary school in North 

Belfast. His first language is Hindi and his second language is English. His father is a 

Hindu priest and his mother is a housewife, both are university educated.

Chedza, a 17 year old female, bom in Zimbabwe. She does not identify with any 

religion and classifies herself as mixed-race. She attends a co-ed grammar school in
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South Belfast. She speaks English. Her father was bom in Zimbabwe and university 

educated. Her mother is bom in Northern Ireland and is a teacher.

Emily, a 15 year old female, bom in Zimbabwe. She identifies as a member of the 

Seventh Day Adventist Church and classifies herself as African in terms of her 

ethnicity. She attends a co-ed secondary state school. Her first language is Shona, her 

second language is Ndebele and her third language is English. Her mother is bom in 

Zimbabwe. She has sought political asylum from Zimbabwe with her mother.

Nora, a 19 year old female, bom in Qatar. She identifies as Muslim and ethnically as 

an Arab. She attends a co-ed college of further and higher education in Belfast. Her 

first language is Arabic; she also speaks Pushto, Urdu, Hindi and English. Both her 

parents are bom in Qatar. Her mother is a housewife and her father is a translator and 

interpreter.

Runscape, a 13 year old male, bom in England. He identifies as a Muslim, he did 

not state his ethnicity. He attends a co-ed integrated grammar school in East Belfast. 

He is an English speaker. His father, college educated, is bom in Algeria and 

currently working in the catering industry. His mother is bom in Northern Ireland 

and has been educated up to secondary school level; she currently works as an 

administrator for a large institution.

Rachel, is a 16 year old female, bom in Zimbabwe. She identifies as Christian and 

described her ethnic background as black. She attends a higher education college in 

east Belfast. Her first language is Shona and her second is English. Both her parents 

are bom in Zimbabwe. Her father is an accountant and her mother is a mature student 

attending a master’s degree. The family has sought political asylum in Northern 

Ireland.

Sophia, a 16 year old female, bom in the United States of America. She identifies as 

Muslim and ethnically as Turkish, American and British. She attends an all-girls 

grammar school in Coleraine. Her first language is Turkish and her second language 

is English. Both her parents are bom in Turkey, her mother is university educated 

and is a housewife; her father is a university lecturer in Jordanstown.
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Steven, a 12 year old male, bom in Turkey. He identifies as a Muslim he did not 

state his ethnicity. He attends a co-ed integrated post-primary school in east Belfast. 

His first language is Turkish his second is English. Both his parents are born in 

Turkey. His mother has a college education and his father is university educated.

Tamara, a 14 year old female, bom in France. She identifies as Jewish and 

ethnically Latino. She attends a girl’s only grammar school in south Belfast. Her first 

language is Spanish and her second English. Both her parents are bom in Argentina 

and university educated. Her father is a lecturer and her mother works at Queens 

University as a support worker.

Tiger Lily, a 13 year old female, bom in Northern Ireland. She does not identify 

with any religion and described herself as half British and half African. She attends a 

co-ed grammar school in south Belfast. She speaks English. Her father is college 

educated and bom in Senegal and is cab driver. Her mother is bom in Ireland and is a 

qualified teacher.

Timothy, a 15 year old male, bom in California. He identifies as a reformed Jew 

both religiously and ethnically. He attends a co-ed grammar school in south Belfast. 

He is an English speaker. His father is an academic and his mother is a health visitor.
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Chapter Five

“There were racist names all the time”: 
Counter-Stories of Racism

Introduction

Reminiscing about his schooldays, Nitin Sawhney, (the Indian-British musician, 

producer and composer) praised his teachers who inspired and encouraged him as a 

student. Nevertheless, he faced racist bullying from his peers and stated that he was 

left with the ‘uneasy suspicion that I was inferior, a feeling that ‘my education may 

have been a product of the notion that the history of the non-white population of this 

world is embedded in slavery and colonization, or perhaps the echoing resonance of 

the word Paki as it accompanied me through the hostile corridors of the science 
block.’69 The adult Sawhney skilfully crystallizes his sensitivities to inferiority and 

racism as a schoolboy. This chapter in part, attempts to capture similar stories to 

those of Sawhney retold by the minority ethnic young people interviewed for this 

study. Furthermore, most studies so far present evidence that either racism or 

bullying (as separate processes) exist in schools, yet their intersection - with gender - 

has received little attention to date. This chapter will contribute to this literature by 

acknowledging that the young people’s identities are complex, fluid and consist of 

fractured components (Ball et al, 2000; Green et al., 2001). Hence, young people’s 

construction and experience of racism and responses were aligned with their identity.

In the last few decades, educational researchers have examined issues of racism 

(Gillbom, 2008; Connolly, 2002; Mirza, 1992) in schools. Within educational 

research in mainly white societies, however, racism remains a marginalized issue, 

even though there is evidence of its presence in schools (e.g. Connolly and Keenan, 

2001; Cline, 2002; Jarman and Monoghan, 2003). Additionally, and in relation to

69 www.teachernet.gov.uk/racistbullying
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Northern Ireland, despite the presence of an increasing body of research examining 

racist harassment, much of this work, as demonstrated in Chapter One, remains 

limited and is not very broad in focus. Therefore, it is my intention to address this 

gap by using CRT. Using a CRT framework to analyse minority ethnic student’s 

counter-stories will illustrate the ways in which the intricacies of race and racism can 

be explained.

As such this chapter will go some way in offering critical perspectives on the 

manifestations of racialization and the dynamics of power and privilege in schooling. 

Hence, my analytical intention here is to ascertain how minority ethnic students 

define racism, how they rationalize incidents, including the different types of racism 

they encounter and finally, this chapter will reveal what types of racism were 

prevalent amongst the young people interviewed and how these differed between 

them.

The discussion in this chapter provides counter-stories from a valuable vantage point 

in which to understand the complex multi-dimensional world which young minority 

ethnic people inhabit on the margins of mainly white schools. The chapter begins 

with definitions of racism as provided by the respondents. The chapter then goes on 

to highlight the central theme to emerge from these definitions in terms of the notion 

of difference. Following this, the chapter examines two particular aspects of racism 

experienced by the young people that were prominent in the interviews: the first on 

indirect racist harassment and the second section focuses on direct harassment.

Definitions of Racism

As outlined in Chapter Three, older theories and understandings of race and racism 

defined by conventional understandings have been substituted by paradigms that 

progressively distinguish the multifaceted nature of racism and racialization. The 

narratives of the young people interviewed below reflect these new 

conceptualizations and echo a variation when understanding contemporary racism.
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Many of the students defined racism for themselves as being associated with more 

than a negative reaction to someone of a different skin colour but also included 

religious background. They described this in several ways. Sofia (Turkish female, 

16) likened racism to bullying based on certain characteristics. She said:

Well, em ... (sigh) ... it’s not....sort of bullying in a way ... But 
(sigh) ... it’s bullying people that are not the same as [them], you 
know, different coloured skin or religion.

Ben (Korean male, 16) did not equate racism with bullying but only stated that 

racism was the act of treating those unlike yourself differently than you would treat 

someone more similar to yourself:

Ahhh treating [people] differently, usually in a negative manner 
because they are a different colour, race or religious background.

However, Timothy (Jewish male, 15) clearly defined racism as a negative form of 

judging someone who is different from you:

Like ... like ... saying, judging people from different colour or 
background or all.
(Interviewer) And when you said judging, not in a good way? 
Timothy: No, in a bad way.

Timothy drew his definition of racism from a personal perspective. For Timothy, 

racism meant all of the above, including being anti-Semitic:

.....I think probably just ... it, it wouldn’t be just making fun of
someone for having a different culture but it’s, it, it is as the name 
puts it, mmm, singling someone out because they have a different 
race and there is a difference in that, and say, anti-Semitism. It’s 
generally there were hate crimes, mmm, racism is generally against 
a race and I think a lot of, mmm, Jewish people would rather not be 
called Jewish as a ‘race’. I think anti- Semitism is ... making fun of 
someone as being different say - or someone.

In the quotes below, both Boys of Belfast (Bob) and Timothy told me being at school 

was not about drawing attention to oneself:
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{Interviewer): At school are you allowed to express your identity?

Bob (Hindu male, aged 18): They all know what I am I don’t need 
to [express my identity] and they [peers; friends and schooling 
staff] know me ... They all know what I am I don’t need to and 
they know me I’m not you going round the school and telling them 
I’m this and I’m this there’s no need for that

Timothy: I don’t think that one should set out to accomplish and 
tell everyone else sort of who you are. I was new and I didn’t set 
out to tell them I was Jewish.

Timothy came across in the interview as an intelligent young man; at his grammar 

school he was generally regarded as bright and he was highly articulate in many of 

his responses to me. Nevertheless I did gain the sense that Timothy did have an 

inferior sense of his identity when he was racialized because he did tell me that he 

did not confront the taunts about his Jewishness but, rather, tended to accept the 

status quo. This could have something to do with the racist conduct of some of his 

peers since during another stage in the interview Timothy told me he was subjected 

to anti-Semitism on a regular basis and was also viewed as “weird ” by the other 

students.

These forms of racism confirm Dunn’s (2007: 567) empirical evidence who found 

‘individual (and group) rights were confined on the basis that a cultural group’s way 

of life is judged nefarious depend heavily upon discourses of Otherness’ and 

Whiteness. Additionally, Timothy’s comments are also an indication of how 

minority students have to continuously operate across a white norm to foster 

numerous approaches for navigating their existences within a mainly White, 

Christian environment (see Gillbom, 2005). Timothy’s position confirms other work 

on minority ethnic students such as that by Jetnikoff (1997:2) who found that (bi- 

cultural) boys were masters of ‘concealing and revealing parts of their respective 

identities’. This might explain the guarded behaviour of Timothy who believed that 

being different in any way places young people at risk of being teased and possibly 

bullied (Horowitz et al, 2004).

The above quotes reflected the general sense of how the students defined racism.

They did not solely relate racism to direct harassment or racist bullying which is
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often how racism is understood. Their explanations relate to the more subtle 

judgments about discourses of Otherness and draw attention to the way boundaries 

are no longer definite and static but are now open to shifting and contemporary forms 

of racialization (Dunn et al., 2007).

Furthermore, whilst acknowledging Whiteness as a social construct and therefore a 

racialized category there is still a degree of power imbued within the process of 

racialization. Within a mainly white context, such as Northern Ireland, when 

categories of race are explicitly evoked through the process of racialization, 

discourses might be drawn upon to legitimize inclusion and exclusion, 

discrimination, inferiorization and racist harassment and violence. The definition of 

Whiteness employed in this study is based on the social constructionism argument 

regarding race as discussed in Chapter Three. The argument contends that Whiteness 

is not just about being a biological category, it is also about being engrained and 

taken-for-granted and thus the possibility that many white people are not even 

conscious of Whiteness, they just reproduce it as the dominant discourse.

Causes and Rationalizations of Racism

As discussed in Chapter Three and Four, Critical Race Theory is an important 

interpretive instrument within the field of racialization and education as it challenges 

notions and values surrounding Euro-centric knowledge. Furthermore, the 

framework offers alternative stories from students who are usually marginalised and 

it examine the dynamics of power and privilege in schooling. Through the use of 

Whiteness this can be especially pertinent in a predominantly white society where 

Whiteness is usually viewed as the norm and there is a tendency for individuals to be 

categorised and compared to this norm. These normative standards of Whiteness 

were reflected in the minority ethnic students counter-stories and illustrated their 

critical awareness of their social positions and provided an insight into naming and 

deconstructing this White norm. This section examines what, according to the 

respondents, were the causes of racism.
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From the outset of the fieldwork, during the focus groups, it became evident that 

difference was a predominant theme mentioned continuously by the young people. 

What was different is the way the young people rationalised their opinions based on 

their particular identity backgrounds. In one all-male focus group held in Craigavon, 

I inquired what it was like living in Northern Ireland, bearing in mind the main 

rationale for the focus groups was to derive themes for a semi-structured in-depth 

interview at a later stage. As the respondents explained:

{Interviewer) Can you tell me in terms of, if I wanted to describe 
what living in Northern Ireland is like to someone who has never 
been here, for someone of your age, what you would say living in 
Northern Ireland is like? 
lyaaz (Pakistani male, aged 18) Strange.
{Interviewer) Why?
lyaaz: Because we are from different countries, we feel different. 
{Interviewer) When you say that what you mean, feel different? 
Paul (Chinese male, aged 15): Because they [some people] are 
from all places like Hong Kong they’re all different ... If someone 
came from like a different part of the world and came to Northern 
Ireland there is no way you can feel normal, they can’t see 
someone they can only see different people.

This is a good example of how the normality of Whiteness involves the unconscious 

reproduction of particular norms and values. Its unstated nature is intertwined with a 

reaction to difference that had real consequences for the young minority ethnic 

students. Counter-stories such as these confirm the idea that difference is not 

marginal or insignificant to the experiences of minority ethnic young people, rather 

in this instance the racialization processes was central to their narratives. In the same 

focus group there was a difference of opinion amongst the boys in terms of the 

existence of bullying; whilst one respondent said he had never experienced any 

bullying, another member stated there was and provided a rationale as to why. As 

this other participant said in response:

Paul: No, not everyone’s experiences would be the same. 
(Interviewer): Why do you say that?
Paul: Some people get bullied.

Tariq (Pakistani male, aged 16): They don’t like different races and 
all, in my school they don’t.
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(Interviewer): They don’t like them, why?
Tariq: They take one look and they say, he is black and he had a 
different religion and all, dislike them.

This was a recurrent theme amongst the interviewees above who indicated that the 

majority ethnic young people did not like different races, nationalities or religions 

and on the whole society seemed very mono-cultural and exclusionary. As has been 

demonstrated above, it would appear that being Protestant or Catholic in the 

Northern Ireland is strongly connected with being White (Connolly, 2005). This 

sense of Whiteness is a significant indicator around which lines of inclusion and 

exclusion were set and as such it persists as ordinary and normalised aspect of the 

majority student’s identity (Dyer, 1997; Fine et al, 1997 Frankenberg, 1997 cited in 

Khaoury, 2006).

Another theme that derived from the data in regards to rationalizing racism was that 

of the inevitability of racism occurring. Some of the minority students accepted that 

racist bullying is part of teenage life. According to them young people were 

constantly judged and race was just another category by which this was done. Emily 

(Black female, 15) and Ben (Korean male, aged 16) were some of the students who 

described racist bullying as natural incidents. Emily argued that children can be 

bullied for their body size as much as race. She thought it was a general problem and 

could happen anywhere in the world, be it Zimbabwe, where she was bom, or 

Northern Ireland, where she came to seek refuge with her mum:

(Interviewer) Ok do you feel that that bullying happens a lot in 
school?
Emily: Like ... Yeah it does happen ... to ... people [bejcause ... 
like, [you] could get bullied because of your weight, yeah ... You 
could be skinny, you, or [you] could be fat ... it could be anything 
and people will bully you for that ... but ... and then [the bullies 
would] be cheeky, they will bully you for that.

For Ben, like most of the respondents in this study, being singled out as racially 

differentiated was normalized behaviour by his peers and judging and labelling each 

other was part of the process of growing up:

131



Ben: Mmm that is most likely inevitable.
(Interviewer) Why?
Ben: The ratio of white people to ethnic minorities being so ... eh 
... complex are [it is] bound to happen and also you know when 
someone sees someone with different colour or anything they don’t 
say, hey there’s the new kid, you’re kind of seen as the different 
one first.
(Interviewer) Why do you think that’s the case?
Ben: It’s the way humans work
(Interviewer) So i.e. if I went to South Korea and I went to school 
do you think that would happen to me?
Ben: Most likely because, ah, in Korea we don’t get many ethnic 
minorities or colour so ... yeah ... I was reading this medical 
article and ... when you see a person ... before you can actually see 
a person and talk to them and get to know them, you will be 
judged. Your brain judges their character by, you know, what they 
wear, what they have on them, what they look like. In a tenth of a 
second, most things are embedded.

Ben and Emily’s counter-stories could be read as a sign of acceptance of the 

harassment they faced. It was evident in their interviews that both students were 

highly aware of and often adept at recognizing specific Othering processes. 

Nevertheless their narratives indicated a normalising sense of harassment by 

choosing to accept the normalising behaviour of the harassment. This accepting and 

internalising of their marginalised and racialized position may be seen as a means to 

strengthen their power differentials as a mechanism of self-protection (see Aida 

Hurtado and Abigail Stewart (2004) regarding the maintenance of Whiteness 

connected to situations of power in society).

In order to highlight the complexities involved in trying to analyse racism it is 

important to appreciate that the young people who partook in the study often had 

different understandings of what racism meant. As such, the section that follows 

illustrates some of the different explanations and rationalisations that they drew 

upon. Their perspectives reflect the influence of particular social positions, 

subjectivities and how gender acts as an explanatory tool as the boys assert that, in 

comparison to minority ethnic girls, that racism is more of an issue that they are 

confronted with or must confront.
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Rationalizations

After reading the vignette about Raj and the bullying incident (see Appendix G), 

Timothy, confirmed he had experienced the same type of bullying . For Timothy, 

being harassed was multi-layered, it was because a person is from another culture, a 

person who might have a different accent but it was also about the person who 

received the harassment:

I think generally bullies tend to pick on people from other cultures 
and things like why are you talking like that [their accents] but 
[they] also pick on a person who seems ... to look less confident ...

But I think that definitely he [Raj] should begin to see [mix] with 
his peers and say, it’s really hard [for him] so that they cannot 
make fun of the Arab culture.

For Timothy, in order for Raj to avoid the racist harassment, Raj needed to be more 

confident, mix with his peers and talk to them about his Arab culture. In this quote 

Timothy conveys an attitude of blame toward Raj. Studies have suggested that 

students would probably not hold their perpetrator responsible in circumstances of 

racist harassment if they came from a different ethnic group to themselves (see 

Verkuyten, 2003 Monks, 2008). According to Graham & Juvonen, 1998 self-blame 

is when young people blame themselves for experiencing the problem. Moreover, 

they argue victims are more prone to being anxious and lonely in school 

environments. This would explain Timothy’s ‘advice’ to Raj which suggests that Raj 

should be more confident and integrate more within his schooling environment and 

amongst his peers.

Nadette (Filipino female, aged 14) in a focus group did confirm she was called 

names too. However Nadette rationalized the occurrence of racist bullying 

differently; she did not know why and suggested very casually in the interview it was 

perhaps because of being different:

They call you a lot of names in primary school, not so much in 
secondary school.
(Interviewer) Why do you think?
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Nadette: I don’t know, they really don’t understand, maybe because 
... you are different.

Rationales such as these by the young respondents above are important because they 

provide insights into how people are positioned differently and that identity is 

experienced and understood as subjective and through a fragmented sense of 

dynamics. Nadette came from a mixed race family; her mother was from the 

Philippines and her father identified as a White Catholic. Looking back in my 

research diary an entry recorded that this particular focus group did not view racist 

harassment as something serious generally. Another focus group member, Maria 

(Filipino, aged 15) stated:

In primary school I was half bullied, they were calling me Chinese,
[I thought] you can’t tell the difference between Chinese and 
Japanese, what is the matter with you. They would have tried to 
find a reason to bully me anyway.
{Interviewer) How did you deal with that?
Maria: I completely ignored it.

This focus group consisted of mixed heritage young people all of who had Filipino 

mothers and White Irish fathers and who, without exception, reported casual and 

indifferent attitudes toward racist bullying. I would suggest this might be because 

they preferred to distance themselves from their Filipino background adopting White 

self-identification instead. According to Nayak (1997) within mixed families 

Whiteness can be more easily obtainable than a mixed-heritage background and may 

therefore be 'practiced' over other identities by minority ethnic people, especially if 

these were students. For such young people the adoption of a more socially accepted 

White identity may provide the advantages of avoiding life 'against' a predominant 

White norm.

Masculinity and Racism

In various guises throughout my interviews the male respondents did their best to 

project a sense of hegemonic masculinity. This was depicted by various 

characteristics such as dominance, belligerence and indifference (these will be 

highlighted throughout the empirical chapters). One such example is when the boys
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compared their exposure to, and experience of, bullying in school to that of their 

female counterparts:

Alex (Black male, aged 17): ‘All the bullying comes from boys not 
girls like they don’t get it’ and [life is] ‘harder at a boys school, 
boys tend to push more’

Ben: Kind’ve [kind of] harder at an all-boys school cause, umm ... 
boys tend to push a little bit more, mmm ...

Steven (Turkish male, aged 12) Because most likely they called ... 
well they see him as a foreigner so they see they can push the line a 
little bit further with him.

In some of the accounts they position themselves as masculine and tough young men 

emphasising that school life was harsh for them, much more so than for the females. 

While, arguably, there may have been a degree of ‘bravado in their responses as they 

sought to present themselves to me, a female researcher, as strong and capable of 

standing up for themselves. Nonetheless, I feel that these gendered insights offer 

pertinent insights into the complex ways in which racism plays out in school settings, 

particularly as their narratives reinforce and support existing data that while schools 

may be particularly tough environments for some boys, minority ethnic males face 

further problems due to their racialized and marginalised positions both in and 

beyond the classroom. Furthermore, if as argued by (McIntosh, 1990) Whiteness 

and maleness are supposed to denote membership of the dominant group the male 

students would be viewed as a threat to the hegemonic masculinity.71 Evidence from 

a 2003 study confirms that young boys in Northern Ireland are more likely to be 

harassed than young girls (Jarman and Monoghan, 2003). A study of police records 

for the period 1996-2001 looking at the connection between racist harassment and

70 However it is important to state that both masculinities and femininities are extremely diverse not 
homogenous unchanging fixed or undifferentiated (Carrigan, Connell and Lee, 1985 cited in Cheng, 
2007).

71 I would argue their other membership characteristics in this context such as religion, ethno-national 
identity and social class)
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adolescents found over 80 incidents involving male children and young people , 

while nearly 50 involved females.

Another interesting explanation for the cause of racism was proposed by Ben 

(Korean male, 16), a middle class Korean student:

(Interviewer) Can you openly talk about Korean culture?
Ben: Depends what people are talking about.
(Interviewer) Ok, explain this to me?
Ben: Eh, well ok, let’s take two friends of mine, one called Michael 
and one called David. Michael he is quite good academically and, 
ah, he has a broader mindset. David probably hasn’t gone abroad, 
Michael goes abroad frequently and, mmm, has actually stepped 
outside the borders of Europe, so he has seen a little more of the 
world and knows the world doesn’t revolve around Northern 
Ireland so probably I could talk about, eh, about different cultures 
with Michael.

Ben’s words suggest that negotiating his Korean culture with his peers depended on 

the person’s cultural capital. This interpretation by Ben was not surprising, as during 

the interview he had a tendency to present himself as very conceited and self- 

opinionated. For example when commentating on the teachers in his school Ben told 

me: T tend to be a bit cleverer than the other pupils so ... in that I try to get a 

comprehensive grip on the matter’.

Through counter-stories, this section has represented the minority ethnic student’s 

explanations of why they thought racism occurred. The students told me they were 

made to feel different and this difference was linked to being subject to racist 

harassment. Furthermore, some of the students stated that racism was an inevitable 

occurrence and spoke of the harassment as a normal part of schooling life. Within the 

analysis gender did seem to make a difference with the student’s rationalizations , as 

the boys told me in schools it was much harder to be a minority ethnic male because 

they received more abuse than being a minority ethnic female.
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Types of Racist Harassment

The literature has noted that racist harassment is a major but commonplace 

experience in school because racial differences are more than likely to be discernible. 

As argued in the first section, more recently racism has also been linked with cultural 

and religious differences and behaviours that are not seen as part of the norm (and 

see Chapter Three especially Barker 1981’s thesis contending new racism is about 

cultural difference). Within schools, Duncan (1999) identifies the norm as ‘a basic 

organising principle within schools, with the consequence that difference is difficult 

to accept’ (cited in Sweeting and West, 2001:20). In Northern Ireland, the norm 

would typically be White, Christian/Catholic, able-bodied and heterosexual. Many of 

the participants of this study did not fall under this category and, thus, there were 

times they were racialized or harassed due to the perceived difference of the 

majority. Indeed, as Besag 1989 has argued harassment is ‘a process, beginning with 

labelling based on factors perceived subjectively by others as being removed from 

the norm’ (cited in Sweeting and West, 2001: Ibid). Therefore, it is my intention in 

the next section is to highlight the variation between phenotype racism and cultural 

racism to illuminate the differences between various forms of racisms that exist side 

by side.

While there is a growing body of research that examines racist harassment in 

Northern Ireland, much of this work, as demonstrated in Chapter 2, remains limited 

and is not very broad in focus. As a researcher interested in CRT, this research 

focuses on analysing racialization processes in understanding how race and racism 

are lived in everyday practices within schools within Northern Ireland.

72 Besag suggests ‘those children who perhaps receive most labelling in society are those who are 
identified by their race as being different from the majority’ (1989, p. 47 cited in Sweeting and West, 
2001:3).

7 ’ Previous research has found white pupils in mainly white schools frequently express aggression and 
resentment towards minority ethnic people ( see for example Gaine (1995), Cline et al (2002), Troyna 
and Hatcher ( 1992); Connelly (2002).
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It is important to note before this evidence is presented that no academic 

explanations were presented to the respondents during the course of the interviews. 

The rationale behind this was purposive in order to avoid leading the respondents or 

prompting them into talking about such incidents. Furthermore, I feel it is imperative 

when examining emotive (and political) subjects such as racism to be transparent and 

consistent of the semantics used especially by the respondents. Therefore, when 

harassment is discussed by the participants and appears to be from a perceived racial 

difference by them I have drawn attention to this and likewise for verbal abuse.74

As argued in Chapter Three, within CRT, racism is regarded as normal and deeply 

entrenched in the social order (Delgado and Stefancic, 2001). Racist harassment, in 

its many forms, is one of the most poignant ways in which minority ethnic young 

people come to experience the negative effects of Whiteness and, because it can 

occur any time and in any place (Connolly & Keenan, 2002). Moreover CRT 

scholars argue racism operates in subtle forms through a lens of Whiteness and in 

extreme forms manifested through acts of racist harassment, as this chapter will 

show. Due to its very insidious nature this chapter will also illustrate how as a 

process and practice it is ever-present and can be viewed as a potential threat in 

different ways. Therefore, this following analysis will be separated into two sections 

namely, direct and indirect forms of racist harassment. The next section begins with 

incidents of indirect harassment, the taken for granted assumptions and subtle forms 

of exclusion and power which the utilisation of a CRT or Whiteness lens draws 

attention to.

Indirect Racist Harassment

According to Connolly and Keenan (2001) banter is an essential ingredient in many 

relationships in Northern Ireland, which usually takes form of an interchange of 

taunts and insults. The authors state:

‘This form of'slagging' (as it is also colloquially known), works on 
the basis that it is meant to reflect the strength of the friendship

74 This study uses the definition of racist harassment proposed in the EU Race Directive (2000)
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between those engaged in it and is thus not meant to be perceived 
negatively’ (2001: 25).

Amongst the students there was evidence of racial banter particularly 
amongst the male respondents:

Like even, even people who don’t know I’m Jewish, I’ve heard 
them say things like dirty Jew to me.
(Interviewer) But how, they don’t know you’re Jewish? 75
No, no. It’s just like the word ‘gay’ i.e. it was not as common but
now it has become almost a common term.

This kind of harassment occurred on a regular basis with some of the students and is 

also termed as 'everyday racism' (Essed, 1990) in the sense that it was portrayed as 

an everyday reality for many minority ethnic students. Such racism emphasizes the 

pervasiveness of the phenomenon whilst recognizing the numerous positions of 

power and privilege and awareness people bring to the process. This sense of 

everyday racism aligns itself with the proposition by Critical Race Theorists that 

racism can be a normal regular occurrence for some minority ethnic students (Smith- 

Maddox, Solorzano, 2002).

Additionally, the use of the word ‘gay’ in the literatures exploring school boyhoods 

as cultural differences, spoken through each other, has begun linking ‘paki-bashing’ 

with ‘poofter -bashing’(Martino,1999). Hence, physical and verbal attacks by 

straight people on gays has been seen to be another form of soft masculinity, so that 

to be a ‘paki’ is to be a ‘poof, is to be a ‘non-proper’ boy (Martino and Meyenn, 

2001:34).

73 Timothy told me earlier in the interview he did not divulge his Jewish identity to many people other 
than his close friends.

76 Within Northern Ireland research undertaken by a government report acknowledged bullying 
remains an important and continual problem for many students, (Collins et at., 2002). The study 
revealed that 12.3% of primary school pupils and 7.6% of post-primary pupils claimed to have been 
bullied ‘with mean names about my race and colour’ (Collins et al., 2002, pp. 12, 23).
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Nevertheless, for Runscape, a Muslim respondent attending an integrated school, he 

thought there was a fuzzy line between what was said in jest and what was said in a 

serious context:

I think people....people don’t care anymore [bejcause people just 
say it [anti-Islamic mockery] as a joke now...now people really 
don’t know if it’s a joke or not.

Runscape, a working class Muslim teenager, came across in the interview as a fragile 

young man. During the course of our interview he was quite shy and the tone of his 

voice tended to be quite low. In a couple of situations he faced anti-Islamic bullying 

and in analysing his interview I felt life at school was a series of fragile negotiations 

and strategies. For example, he told me he did not broadcast his religious identity in 

school and that no one knew about his Muslim identity:

I really ... I have no problem ... yeah people don’t even realise [I 
am a Muslim] I just get on like any other Christian.

His quote suggests that if he was to reveal his Muslim identity then he might just 

have a problem, therefore to avoid confrontation he conceals it. It is worth pointing 

out that Runscape had a very fair complexion and unlike other respondents could 

easily assimilate to the White majority. This comes back to the argument about the 

difference in the types of bullying and the affects it can have.

Interestingly, in one of the focus groups, Vishnu, as a Sri Lankan boy, told me he 

began using racial terminology in a humorous way, with a majority ethnic (white 

Catholic) boy called Paul. He clearly stated this was a tactic he employed when there 

was a certain degree of familiarity:

I think once they [majority white young people] get to know you 
and after the Big Brother thing with Shilpa Shetty I tried to make 
fun of racism in my class, I called Paul in my class “white boy” and 
said, “give me a pencil”, he said no and I said “is it [be]cause I am 
black? It has just stuck with me, trying to make fun of it.77

77 See Thomas (2009) for a thorough understanding of the “race row” case in the Celebrity Big 
Brother House.
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At a glance one could presume Vishnu was very relaxed and came across as a 

friendly and popular boy amongst his peers. However in that same focus group 

Vishnu also related to me that Northern Ireland was not a nice place and he was 

beaten up because of the colour of his skin:

For me Northern Ireland is not a nice place to be at the moment ... 
when I started [school] a couple of times I have got jumped by 
people, as in beaten up, because of my colour.

Vishnu’s reaction underscores how the experiences and responses of the boys 

interviewed were complex and subjective rather than being a unitary outcome of 

structures of racialization. This is reflected in recent literature where scholars have 

begun to address differential racializations of masculinities, exploring the plural and 

contradictory ‘race’ and gender and social class identity positions that can be 

produced, such as highlighted here ( cited in Archer, 2001:82 also see Wright et ai, 
2010).

Sadly Vishnu passed away the next year after taking his life. This chapter is 

dedicated to the memory of Vishnu.

Direct Racist Harassment

There have being numerous studies examining young people and direct racist 

harassment. Verkuyten and Thijs (2002) in their study of racist victimization asked 

children questions concerning what they term as ‘ethnic victimization’. They found 

there was a high incidence of racist name-calling and exclusion amongst children and 

the minority ethnic children. Other studies (see Connolly, 1998; and Connolly and 

Keenan 2002 and Eslea and Mukhtar, 2010) have found that racism exists in various 

forms within schools from direct assault to mocking of certain cultural and religious 

groups). Moreover, and more importantly, what these studies and others like them 

have illustrated is that racism operates in complex and sometimes intense ways for 

the young people the abuse is being directed to.
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Name calling

Verbal torment was the most common type of racist provocation experienced by the 

participants in this study (see also Irwin and Dunn 1997; Connolly and Keenan 

2000a & 2000b; Jarman and Monoghan, 2003; Holder and Khaoury, 2005; McVeigh, 

2006; Mairead Nic Craith, Elly Odhiambo, Khanyisela Moyo, 2008, Connolly and 

Khaoury, 2008). While, it was evident that bullying was part of the everyday 

school experience for both the young women and men, the ways in which the young 

people discussed these regular occurrences differed slightly depending on their 

gender. As stated above, the male respondents discussed bullying in a very matter-of 

fact way. Unlike the girls, there were no indications of vulnerability or demonstration 

of sensitive dialogue from the boys.79 In over a third of the interviews the male 

respondents stated that ‘racism is very common’ ... and most people you know, they 

will face it [racism]’ Timothy below suggested being called a name was a common 

occurrence but expressed with a derogatory tone:

Timothy: There has been verbal abuse has come my way. 
{Interviewer) So they would say that not in a joke but in a ...? 
Timothy: As an insult.
{Interviewer) As an insult?
Timothy: It would be derogatory as a derogatory term.
{Interviewer) And what do you do in those circumstances?
Timothy: Mmm?
{Interviewer) What do you do in those instances?
Timothy: Well ... mmm ... most the time I would try and confront 
the person if I was with a friend or something.
{Interviewer) Yes?
Timothy: But if I wasn’t with friends I would tell my Mum what 
happened if she knew I was called a racist thing today.

Timothy did not seem daunted by such incidents and explained this account as very 

ordinary and acceptable. This could be down either to the confident rational approach 

he portrayed or having a group of friends with him to protect him during a racist 

incident. Another reason for his calm approach could be due to the support of his

78 This type of harassment has been found in other mainly white societies and areas (see Cline et al.; 
2002 MEPESS, 2003).

79 This could be because ‘the language boys use becomes a central consideration within an analysis of 
masculine identity, as Wetherill and Edley (1998) argue, ‘talking like a man’ is central to the 
production of masculinity’ (cited in Archer, 2003:41).
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family, knowing he had someone he could turn to; in this case the support of his 

mother. Critical Race theorist Tara Yosso (2007) talks about resilient capital and the 

importance it can play for young marginalized people when dealing with 

uncomfortable situations. This will be discussed in more depth in the third analysis 

chapter.

In contrast, for the majority of the time, when discussing racist harassment, the 

female participants utilised more emotive words and the tone of their voices carried 

more vulnerability when describing racist incidents:

(Interviewer) How did you find the experience beginning a new 
school?
Rachel (Black female aged, 16): at first it was a little bit hard 
[bejcause there were only two black people in the whole class in 
the whole school.
(Interviewer) What was that like?
Rachel: Was a bit scary.
(Interviewer) Why?
Rachel: Like [bejcause I didn’t talk to other guys that much so then 
the bullies started saying something about my colour. I had been 
called all names: “Wog” and “go back home”
(Interviewer) Go back home?
Rachel: Go back home I’m a black bastard I should ... I don’t 
deserve to get everything ... I must go back to Africa and stuff like 
that.

Being told to go back where you came from was frequently used as a slur from 

bullies toward Black students. This blatant singling out of the young people who 

were considered different either due to phenotype and/or nationality left the females 

with a sense of exclusion, making them feel like outsiders and unwanted. Boundaries 

of who belonged and who did not were drawn on by the majority ethnic young 

people and an inclusive sense of belonging expressed, indicating that belonging 

could not be an obvious status for some of the minority ethnic respondents. The idea 

that belonging cannot be a taken for granted status is further supported by Yuval 

Davis when she maintains: ‘belonging is taken for granted until it seems threatened 

and then its articulation plays a central role in the various discourses of the politics of 

belonging’ (Yuval-Davis, 2007:564). Moreover, this type of exclusion and verbal 

chastisement, by the ‘settled’ white school children would be viewed as a form of
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‘racialized oppression’ in accordance with CRT (Yosso, 2005). Racialized 

oppression according to Tara Yosso is ‘the layers of subordination based on race, 

gender, class, immigration status surname, accent and sexuality’ (Yosso, 2005:121).

Hence, counter-stories such as Rachel’s helps us understand what life is like for 

some minority ethnic students and are a way of revealing and reviewing racist 

discourse (see Delgado (1989) for the importance of counter storytelling and Chapter 

Three for a more in-depth account). Consequently, CRT has important implications 

for qualitative research, particularly in education and the experiences of minority 

ethnic students. The empirical evidence produced not just serves as an illuminative 

role but can also be employed to detail various forms of racisms intersected with 

gender.

Similarly, Belinda’s counter-story reflects upon her precarious position of being 

black and new in school:

Yeah like when I was first in school I did hear the girl calling me a 
nigger but I just said “no you shouldn’t call me a nigger” but she 
just said ... I was new by then [at this stage] and I was really 
ashamed of myself then [be] cause when we were in assembly and 
everyone was asking my name she said “Oh I’m sorry, I’m sorry”. 
She tried to make me look at it [from her perspective]. I did not 
want to look at her [be]cause she had called me a nigger.

Belinda’s account was very poignant as illustrated by her emotive use of language. 

When describing what unadulterated provocation on her first day at a new school 

based on the colour of her skin. Furthermore, Belinda employed a strategy that 

mimicked some of the respondents in Horowitz et aids study they state: ‘participants 

explained that ... ignoring the taunt ... and avoiding instigators sometimes were 

successful strategies’ (2004:171). On a positive note, educational researchers have 

documented that the capacity of young people to

‘[I]dentify obstacles to success, such as bullying, particularly 
those beyond their control, assists them in the process of preparing 
for and achieving future goals’ ( Noguera, 2003 cited in Nicholas et 
al., 2008: 268).
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This willingness to succeed in the face of, at times, adversity is highlighted in a later 

chapter.

Being labelled in such a derogatory manner should not have been Belinda’s 

experience on her first day at her new school. Furthermore to call someone a 'nigger' 

is at least in part to express contempt toward certain people by virtue of their race. As 

Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) state:

To call someone 'nigger' or Black bastard' is not just a harmful 
personal insult. It calls up and threatens a widespread public 
condemnation. It invokes a powerful discourse and immediately 
places the victim, not just as someone at odds with the perpetrator, 
but as the sufferer of abuse by an entire community. It derogates 
not only them, but all those like them whom they know and love 
(own emphasis) (Gilbert and Gilbert, 1998:21)

Critical Race Theory, particularly Whiteness draws much of its power from 

Othering, that White becomes the norm from which others are judged (see Chapter 

Three). Hence, such name-calling invokes suffering on the part of the entire 

community, therefore name -calling can be realised, as a powerful statement of 

Whiteness (in that the name-calling isn’t personal but is reminding that person of 

their membership of a wider community that is marginalised and “the other”).

Belinda conveyed that she felt humiliated and embarrassed by that first school day 

experience; she told me she did not tell the school or her mother of that incident 

because of her personal uneasiness; this is in contrast to Timothy’s account above. 

Hence we can assume that, depending on the dynamics of a situation, and probably 

the familial ties, a variety of responses can be expected. Furthermore she said she felt 

‘ashamed’ at the racist abuse directed toward her in assembly that day. This confirms 

Nayak’s (1997) proposition that some minority ethnic people internalise notions of 

Whiteness and superiority with which they face which consequently leads to a sense 

of self-rejection.
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Physical Abuse

Explicit or personal forms of racism can span from verbal name calling to aggressive 

physical abuse. This section will examine the physical abuse experienced by the 

minority ethnic students.

Although other studies related to physical racist harassment in Northern Ireland have 

recorded examples of abuse toward minority ethnic students (Mann-Kler, 1997; 

Jarman and Monoghan, 2003; Connolly & Keenan, 2000, 2001); the findings from 

this study did not verify such regularity of physical abuse. Nevertheless, just because 

violent physical abuse was not a common theme does not mean that the analysis 

should ignore the counter-stories of the interviewees. Moreover, the incidents don’t 

need to be regular to have the effect of clearly communicating to minority ethnic 

students that they are “the other”. Thus examples/stories of harassment can have a 

very powerful effect. Two male respondents, Boys of Belfast (Bob) and Vishnu told 

me they were beaten up for the colour of their skin:

Bob: It is very common [physical harassment] .... and most people 
you know, mostly Indians, they will face it once in a life time I’ve 
had the problem like 15 or 16 times
Vishnu: From school when I started, couple of times I have got 
jumped by people, as in beaten up, because of my colour

One other instance of a physical assault towards a young male respondent called 

Dean: (Chinese male, aged 17) was retold by, a male member in a focus group:

Well, yeah, em, I think it was one year ago I was walking around 
the city centre - Belfast - and some teenagers started throwing some 
stones and I just ignored them and walked away. Yeah I think they 
just angry throwing some small stones and it doesn’t really matter.

Dean, who self-identified as Chinese-Christian, while facing the physical harassment 

did not seem to be angry or upset over the behaviour of the perpetrators like most of 

the young men I interviewed, such as Boys of Belfast and Vishnu above. When re

telling the incident during the interview he spoke of this incident in a blase manner. 

His response was either due to him being outnumbered at a bus stop or because he 

was familiar with this form of harassment from previous occasions. Dean’s counter-
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story, like many others in this thesis makes it clear that through the project of 

racialization he is continuously negotiating, internalising, resisting and subverting the 

projections and practices of Whiteness, which in its crudest sense could be through 

racist harassment.

Boys of Belfast also adopted a casual approach to the type of racist harassment he 

faced but, for different reasons as for Boys of Belfast, it was part of being at school 

as a young male. Interestingly, Boys of Belfast (Bob) did insinuate when faced with 

name calling (which happened usually when he did something wrong) his 

perpetrators would regret their actions; he was sure to tell me the retaliation would 

not be in the physical sense:

Mostly [they] call me Paki [although] I’m Indian [it] slips out of 
the woodwork, you know. Every time I’ve done something wrong 
they call me Paki or something like that they would regret later on. 
(Laughter by respondent) Not physically. (Laughter by respondent)

[He goes on]:
I just nearly did slap one, he said Paki. I smiled at him when he 
was coming down the corridor, he was looking at me, he was just 
checking me going down the corridor on duty [BOB was an 
assistant prefect], you know. He was calling me [Paki] and just 
jumped in front of me and I said, you know what you’ve done, I 
could suspend you, and it will not even take 2 minutes to suspend 
you. He said. I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean. Then I 
said, you’re lucky, next time you will be completely finished - but I 
did not mean physically.

In this account Boys of Belfast seemed to acknowledge he had agency via his status 

in the school’s hierarchy. Prom a previous account of being beaten up due to his 

nationality he in turn has become verbally abusive to a younger peer. His narrative 

demonstrates that while minority ethnic students might live in a state of constant 

racialization by their fellow students they tactically employ with practices of 

Whiteness and Othering. In a sense they become racially conscious subjects and at 

any given moment either subverts the dominant White norm or reacts in the complete 

opposite way.
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A similar counter-story of the one Boys of Belfast told was related by Chedza, 

confirming a vignette of racist harassment:

Chedza: Some of it seems like stuff like ... mmm, some of it seems 
like really close to home.
(Interviewer) What do you mean close to home?
Chedza: Like whenever he says he was called Paki although he is 
actually from India and not Pakistan and told to go home and he 
was bom in Northern Ireland ... Like, mm ... one day I was told, 
mmm, somebody called they called me a Paki ... I think it was a 
Paki and, mmm, I turned round to them and was like, mmm, well 
you know I don’t like Americans either and I walked off, and they 
said I am not from America, and I said well I am not from Pakistan. 
(Laughter by respondent)
And they said, I am not from America, and I said, yep I’m not from 
Pakistan, I’m from Zimbabwe, do you know where that is and like? 
‘No’ he said. I said it’s in Southern part of Africa that’s where I’m 
from, there you go there’s a geography lesson. I don’t call you 
American you don’t call me from Pakistan, Okay, and that is no 
such term as Paki. If someone is from Pakistan they’re Pakistanis 
not a Paki and he just looked at me.
(Interviewer) Where was this?
Chedza: It was in school, it was actually a child that was younger 
than me yeah, it was actually a child that was younger than me and 
I don’t think he expected me to hear him but yeah ... (Giggle) ... I 
turned around and he was quite scared. But yeah, it happens a lot. 
Like people [they] just, they’re so ignorant, they just don’t know 
like, they just don’t have any kind of terms in their head at all, they 
say stupid things like it’s worse than being racist really, because at 
least if you are racist you would say the right thing.

During our interview Chedza’s came across as very confident, knowledgeable and 

passionate about matters of race. This was evident in her long responses to me and 

her enthusiasm which could be detected by her body language i.e. sitting forward and 

maintain regular eye contact (including the projection of her voice). Besides the cues 

mentioned, Chedza was also a member of the psychology club and the United 

Nations Model club in her school which gave her a lot of confidence to be vocal on 

political and psychological matters. Like Boys of Belfast, as soon as Chedza gained 

some authority in her school and became a prefect, the new-found authority provided 

her with further impetus to assert her identity in the way she wanted to be 

acknowledged. Chedza found this particular incident amusing, this strategy of 

parody might have served as a reassuring gesture that racialization can be a
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negotiable element. In doing this, Chedza’s counter-story has indicated that minority 

ethnic students can locate themselves within discussions of Whiteness and, as a 

consequence, alter types of Othering

Fighting Back

Nonetheless, for some respondents, the desire to retaliate was not driven by a badge 

of authority. Nancy (Chinese female, aged 18) related a story of a physical 

confrontation she became embroiled in toward one of her aggressors:

If I go after him [the teacher] and complain about a person and say 
I got bullied by this person, they call [ed] me names, [and] make 
[made] a racism [racist] remark about me he would run to the 
classroom and shout at them [her class] ... He actually [is] so 
hilarious he actually stood in my geography class ... and he was 
shouting ... I couldn’t really understand ... I can barely remember 
but he was saying “you should be helping her blah blah blah. How 
can you bully her blah blah blah” you know [that] kinda [kind of] 
thing it was so hilarious and he used the full 30 minutes just to 
shout at the class.
(Interviewer) That was good that he told the class ...

80Nancy: No I actually prefer the quick way 
(Interviewer) What’s the quick way?
Nancy: The first couple of years [I had] been experiencing it 
[racism] [the] teacher [helped] but after my third year and [as I 
grew older] I would actually fight back; yeah, I started to fight back 
and I’m not a very pretty person ... I remember {like} I was in 
school and a boy was like throwing things at me ... I think he said 
something that annoyed me and [later] I was at the bus stop {right}, 
we both got to get off the bus he came over and [continued] 
throwing stuff at me and I grabbed him and I said “how dare you 
[throw things at me] on the bus and the driver [was] star[ing], it 
was hilarious.

Nancy, who described herself as Chinese girl, related a story of a teacher intervening 

on her behalf, reprimanding the class for bullying her. However, Nancy was not 

content with the outcome of her teacher’s action and employed her own tactics to

80 Nancy’s position was a common one, (see for example Mishna’s study, where some of the students 
stated that they did not want teachers to mediate (2004).
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deal with one of her bullies Nancy’s story has implications for the way young people 

would prefer to see bullying incidents being handled. By no means am I advocating 

that young people should take Nancy’s action, but the literature on bullying has 

indicated that we should hear the voices of the ‘victims’ and implement strategies on 

dealing with abusive behaviours. As much as the teacher thought he was dealing 

with the problem, it did not seem to have had that much of an effect. What’s more, 

Nancy is asserting her entitlement to belong by taking this extreme action. In 

Nancy’s narrative we learn she has been bullied since her first year of post-secondary 

school and that given that the school’s intervention did not have the desired effect for 

Nancy, as she matured, she decided to take things into her own hands. Nancy’s story 

illustrates that identity should be understood as subjective and a fragmented set of 

dynamics. Although Nancy was the only female student who fought back due to her 

racialized identity this research illustrates any navigation of a White norm in 

minority ethnic counter-stories offers constructive evidence for re-consideration 

identity and intersectionality.

In summary, Nancy’s counter-story, as with Boys of Belfast’s and Chedza’s is not 

what I as a Black researcher expected to encounter when conducting this research. I 

did not think that there would be instances with my respondents where they would 

tell me they were antagonistic or abused their power due to having a position of 

hierarchy in the school. I realise I came into the field with pre-conceived ideas that 

any form of physical harassment would be towards the minority ethnic young people 

and not the majority. This awareness, of my own preconceptions going into the field 

is another way of ensuring any biases that might be highlighted and goes some way 

in making my research open and honest in terms validating my research findings. 

(This will be discussed again in the Conclusions Chapter).

81 I prefer not to subscribe to the word ‘victim(s)’ as the term is in response to being victimised and 
implies submissiveness and tolerance of one’s circumstances.
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Conclusions
This thesis has argued that by employing a CRT perspective and methodology a 

more complex way of understanding the field of racism and schooling will be 

realised. This is precisely what this chapter has achieved. Through the use of CRT 

theoretically and the counter-story method this chapter focused on the dynamic and 

complex effects of racism, whilst at the same time CRT has addressed the hegemonic 

system of Whiteness.

This chapter has confirmed Steve Gamer’s recent explanation of racism who states: 

‘racism is a multifaceted social phenomenon with different levels and overlapping 

forms. It involves attitudes, actions, processes and unequal power relations. It is 

based on interpretations on the idea of race, hierarchal social relations and 

discrimination’ (2009:18). To understand racism it has been argued the context needs 

to be examined, hence, my aim for this chapter was to see how race works in a 

mainly white society in the context of particular majority ethnic subcultures.

Findings showed that experiences of racism by the minority ethnic students varied 

and depended on factors such as gender, age or cultural and religious background. 

Furthermore, racism was understood by the minority ethnic students as multi

layered, it was not just based on old-fashioned ideas about biological racism but 

other factors were included such as religion, as Sophia and Timothy indicated in their 

quotes.

The Chapter also highlighted the overwhelming and normative presence of 

Whiteness within the discourses of the students. For example, Whiteness was 

considered the norm and the respondents were judged and ranked against this norm. 

They were made to feel different and told me people from other races were not liked 

in their school, such as the boys in the Craigavon focus group.

Nevertheless, not all counter-stories were consistent with incidents of racisms and for 

some students racism did not pose a major problem, as in the case of Maria the 

mixed heritage girl who thought it was trivial to be racially bullied. Consistent with 

CRT, the student’s counter-stories did maintain that racism was inevitable and a
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daily occurrence within their lives. CRT maintains that racist actions can be subtle, 

automatic and non-verbal exchanges and these practices and events remain alive 

every day.

The findings also indicated a gendered perspective to the way the students spoke 

about their experiences of racism. The males on the one hand presented themselves 

as strong and capable in the face of racist abuse; however the research and narratives 

were at times contradictory in regards to how hard it was for them to operate as a 

racialized male in a mainly white school. For example, Boys of Belfast came across 

as a very tough ‘no nonsense’ sort of boy in some of his counter-stories to me and at 

other times he told me how he was beaten up on numerous occasions or called Paki.

Among the students who spoke to me about their experiences, there was not a great 

deal of evidence pointing to the occurrence of racist violence. Indeed, I did not 

encounter any young people who took on a victim mentality. Instead I found the 

opposite in many of the students, such as Nancy who became aggressive to a boy 

who racially abused her. This spirited attitude amongst most of the respondents 

becomes more evident in the next two empirical chapters.
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Chapter Six

“They assume you a certain way because you look different”: 
Negotiations of Multiple Identities

Introduction

The preceding chapter explored the young minority student’s experiences, 

perceptions and negotiations of racism in Northern Ireland and particularly racist 

harassment. The rationale for this chapter is to provide insights into the ways young 

minority ethnic students construct their multiple identities against this backdrop, as 

relatively scant consideration has been given to this; especially within the context of 

a predominately White schooling environment. This will be done through the lens of 

intersectionality and in accordance with the literature that suggests that ‘identities are 

never unified and ... are increasingly fragmented and fractured, never singular but 

multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, 

practices and positions’ (Hall, 1996:4 cited in Restrepo, 2011:134). Intersectionality 

theory and Whiteness theory as applied within a power relations paradigm will also 

be considered due to the links and the practices of domination in its relation to 

racialization.

As highlighted in Chapter 3, an essential tenet of CRT is counter-storytelling. The 

counter stories provided below will reveal how the identities of the young minority 

ethnic students are multiple, diverse and context-specific. Consequently, the 

importance of this chapter is to affirm that minority ethnic identity did not develop in 

accordance with traditional essentialist thinking, the view that constructs minority 

ethnic students as homogenous and all sharing the same experiences and identities 

(Said, 1985; Werbner, 1997). Furthermore, the chapter considers recognition of inter

group differences which allowed for marginalised students, such as the students in 

this study, to either challenge and renegotiate identity labels, or avoid and succumb 

to them.
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The chapter has three main sections. The first focuses on a sense of ‘being caught in 

the middle’, in other words what it was like for the minority ethnic students to be 

caught between the two majority ethnic traditions of Catholic and Protestant in 

Northern Ireland. The second section deals with the unique situation minority ethnic 

students found themselves in when confronted with the overwhelming sense of two 

ethno-national identities and how they negotiated this position. The final section is 

organised around four case studies relating to Muslim identities exploring how 

gender and religion are implicated in a mainly White and Christian society bringing 

about different manifestations of gender and ethnicity.

Caught in the Middle

Within the context of Northern Ireland, White ethnicity is a complex phenomenon; 

there is no one majority White population around which discourses on Whiteness can 

be constructed (see Gamer, 2007). Rather, the majority White population is largely 

divided politically and ethnically between two majority ethnic groups that, in turn, 

reflect two overarching political orientations - unionist and nationalist. The intensity 

of the divisions and the degree of hostility and violence connected to the sectarian 

divisions has triggered both groups to actively pursue a project of nationalism and 

separatism.

Hence, rather than the majority White population being characterised by one largely 

unstated and illusive ethnic identity, the conflict in Northern Ireland has sedimented 

at least two strong, explicit and opposing notions of Whiteness (Connolly and 

Khaoury, 2007). As with all other forms of Whiteness, however, the power of these 

particular forms of Whiteness lies in their ability to be permeated by race without 

ever needing to acknowledge it (Gamer, 2007; Gillbom, 2005). Given the context of 

the Northern Ireland (mainly White and Christian) it was significant when discussing 

identity to understand how this would impact on the identities of the minority ethnic 

students. What boundaries existed when the young people belonged or not to one of 

the two main religions and how did they negotiate this difference?
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This section will identify what it was like for the minority ethnic students being 

caught in the middle of two dominate White contesting identities. Generally the 

female students, compared to the male interviewees, stated that it was difficult not 

belonging to the two majority ethnic groups mainly associated with Northern Ireland. 

As in other parts of the interviews, the girls participating in this study expressed this 

notion more openly than the boys. This could possibly have been due in part to the 

fact that commonly girls tended to be more expressive, particularly when talking to 

myself as a Black female researcher (Sallee and Harris III, 2011). As Tamara 

(Jewish female, 14) explains:

Tamara: It’s difficult if you don’t come from the two main religions 
...Because you have ... every morning you have announcements in 
assembly - and they always have a book of prayer.
(Interviewer) What do you do?
Tamara: Well ... I ... I don’t really go [pray] I just sit there ... I 
think people should like ... pray their own prayer because in a way 
it doesn’t really mean much to say their prayer (emphasis added)

This sense of alienation was apparent with the male students too such as Timothy 

who told me:

I know it’s actually quite true ... Well with things like carol singing 
and stuff, it’s not that you want to go to carol singing, it’s not that 
you want any of that, it’s that you want to fit in with everyone else 
(emphasis added)

Tamara and Timothy’s narratives echoed the other students’ in that their sense of 

belonging was compounded in parts by a Christian ethos. For both respondents, 

being caught in the middle led to feelings of alienation and wider feelings of not 

belonging. This lack of inclusivity can distance and segregates minority ethnic 

students and, at times, foster pain and resentment (Babb, 1998). The school is an

82 Belonging in this sense should be defined as a sense of inclusiveness where one is welcomed and 
accepted into the school environment and a fully participating member of the school (see Richardson, 
2004).

8' According to Levine Rasky: ‘In some institutions, the identification of Whiteness is viewed as a 
social marker of power and privilege’ (Levine-Rasky, 2000:272).
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arena where dominant minority group relations in the wider society are played out as 

confirmed by Solomon (1992) who writes:

Cultural, racial and class conflicts in the wider society are mirrored 
within schools since the institutions are not autonomous of the 
economic, political, and ideological forces operating within society 
(113)

Thus, and as indicated above, some young people from religious minority faiths such 

as Judaism and Islam, whose religious philosophy is not consistent with the schools, 

might tend to feel marginalised. In responding to the dominant presence of a 

Christian based religious education in their schools, the minority ethnic students of 

whom the majority were female, either thought that it would be best not to have 

Religious Education (RE) in schools, ''school is a normal place to learn to like be 

with friends and things but religion is something ... it’s a private matter ’ or thought 

it would be more rewarding for their peers to learn about other religions :

Sophia: I don’t mean to be rude, I like learning about Christianity 
... I’ve got nothing against it you know my friends are Christians, I 
don’t mind it but I also think that we can learn Islam and we can 
learn about Judaism and Buddhism [too] because it’s not the only 
religion in the world. We should know about other religions. I 
know that my friends feel that way too but it’s quite weird that my 
school doesn’t actually teach ... them.

Nancy: If the government thinks to study religion is compulsory 
then I think they should make it, not just focus on Christianity ... 
[I]n an integrated culture not all the people are from Christian 
backgrounds so it’s only fair to the rest if they bring in different 
religions.

Recently the United Kingdom (including Northern Ireland) has been hailed as a 

multi-faith country in which everybody has the right to religious freedom (Patel,

84 These findings are contradictory compared to the findings in the Minority Ethnic Pupils' 
Experiences of School in Scotland study (MEPESS). The study found that religious education classes 
echoed the multi-ethnic and multi-faith composition of society than any other class (2005). Moreover, 
to substantiate Sophia’s latter proposition, the pupils in this study welcomed lessons that informed 
their peers about their own religion and learning about other faiths and traditions (MEPESS, 2005).
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2008). However religious faith in Northern Ireland is mainly Christian and in 

accordance with curricula across the UK must reflect this Christian ethos. 

Nevertheless the Religious Education curriculum also stipulates that the teachings
or

other main religions should also be represented and taught. There is evidence that 

this does happen in Northern Ireland, however, it is done in an old-style multicultural 

format where the norm is Christianity and with other belief system being considered 

unusual or exotic (measured against the normality of Whiteness).

These quotes have illustrated that for some of the minority ethnic students being 

caught in the middle meant they were either included or excluded. The point being 

made here, is that depending on the subjective nature of the students’ reactions and 

rationalizations their identities were multiple and complex. As Lecine Rasky 

(2011:240) asserts: ‘one who ‘is’ is not static, it is wholly relational to others, to 

culture and religion, and to institutions through which one moves’. Excerpts such as 

these from the minority ethnic students and throughout the thesis are important 

because they help create vivid and multifaceted explanations of circumstances that 

decentre Whiteness (Lund and Carr, 2010). As Discussed in Chapters Three and 

Four, within CRT the concept of naming one’s own reality is an important focuses on 

how minority ethnic people make sense of the world in ways that are different from 

the dominant view (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Delgado and Stefancic, 2000).

Contradictory Confirmations

Nevertheless, not all the minority ethnic students maintained a sense of uniformity 

when it came to expressing their views and retelling their own personal 

experiences.as demonstrated by Alex . Speaking from a general perspective, Alex 

(Black African male, 17) suspected identity negotiation to be unpredictable in certain 

schools and he told me it was feasible that distancing among minority students of 

different faiths would occur:

85 Nonetheless, it is also important to clarify as Osier explains: ‘such assertions are not, however, 
sufficient to ensure that inequality is given due consideration by schools, let alone achieved’ (Osier, 
2000: 5).
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Alex: It’s probably hard to be a Moslem at a Catholic school or 
Protestant school.
{Interviewer): Why do you say that?
Alex: Because like people have different beliefs.
{Interviewer) So would it be difficult being a Protestant in a 
Catholic school?
Alex: Yeah I know [pause] people I don’t know how you would go 
to that school if you are like Catholic or something ... most of them 
talk crap about the Protestant and Catholic thing

Nevertheless, further into the interview when talking from a personal perspective his 

opinion changed. Alex told me he is a Catholic in a Protestant school and did not 

face any torment:

{Interviewer) So do you like have a religion?
Alex: It’s like Catholic
{Interviewer) And you’re attending a Protestant school?
Alex: Yeah yeah
{Interviewer): Is it interesting to learn and attend a Protestant 
school or would you have liked to go to a Catholic school?
Alex: No it’s all the same 
{Interviewer): Do you find it all the same?
Alex: Yea yea
{Interviewer): And do your friends know you’re Catholic?
Alex: Yeah they know
{Interviewer): So what is it like being a Catholic in a Protestant 
school?
Alex: I’ve never had trouble with it.
{Interviewer): Do you think religion should be in schooling?
Alex: Yeah
{Interviewer) Why do you think it’s important?
Alex: Cause people can get to know about different backgrounds, 
{Interviewer) And in your opinion do you think you can express 
your religious background?
Alex: I don’t know (laughing)

For as much as Alex construed possible difficulties that minority students from a 

different belief might face in a single faith school he told me he had no problem 

fitting into the complex world of segregated schooling. As a researcher I could take 

what Alex said at face value however I have difficulties believing Alex because he 

was quite edgy and found it difficult to express his identity as well as, at different 

times, discussing other sensitive topics such as racism. This was evident in his 

laughter at the end of the quote and restless body language when we discussed issues
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in relation to his identity. Additionally, his refusal to answer a simple question 

regarding expressing his Catholic identity in a Protestant school led me to believe 

there was more to the answer than Alex wanted me to know. Alex was living with his 

brother and family in west Belfast and from what I could gather when I conducted 

the interview in his home he relayed to me that he was much happier to be living 

with his brother and not the rest of his family in Portugal. Hence there might be a 

willingness to appear to be happy and well integrated in school reflected in Alex’s 

response. As confirmed by multiple identities theorists such as Burke (2009), people 

have to navigate their identities for particular audiences in certain circumstances. In 

the case of Alex he chose a positive demeanour to showcase to me and thus by 

appearing to be least interested in certain questions might have indicated a far easier 

time at school.

Nonetheless, an alternative interpretation explaining Alex’s response is that he 

might not have faced any trouble being a Catholic in a Protestant school because his 

Protestant classmates might not have seen him as a “proper Catholic” (i.e. in the 

sense of coming from a local Catholic community and thus also likely to have their 

political/national beliefs). This view illustrates a form of complexity and context 

mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, specifically how race mediates people’s 

views of being Catholic and Protestant in the Northern Ireland.

Generally the overall trend was a feeling of separation from students who did not 

identify with the two main religious faiths and majority ethnic groups. Hence, here 

Whiteness was markedly visible because of its association with the two ethno- 

national identities and their faith backgrounds. Additionally, some of the students 

were eager to make the point that a diverse curriculum such as learning about other 

religions would be beneficial for their peers and themselves. Nevertheless, as in the 

example of Alex, contradictory discourses were evident and as maybe the case with 

Alex, external forces may influence how an individual negotiates and presents their 

multiple identities.
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Over-Whelming Sense of Whiteness

Having this overall sense of being caught in the middle of the two White majority 

ethnic communities meant the minority ethnic students identities were more 

externally defined and consequently they had little ownership of defining themselves 

(easily or without any resistance). As Ryan (2010:361) states:

Migrants may be confronted by negative stereotypes of themselves, 
as previously valued traits and characteristics such as language, 
religion, dress, etc, now become markers of their status as 
‘foreigners’ and ‘outsiders.

In this context, with the ethnic make-up being predominately White the students’ 

sense of ‘difference’ was heightened. In other words, living within a White, 

monolingual and mono-cultural environment such as Northern Ireland did impinge 

on how the students were perceived and constantly defined. Thus for some of the 

minority ethnic students living in a mainly White society their identity was usually 

fixed and constant not multiple nor changeable. The push and pull of these themes of 

identity marked and shaped the minority ethnic students’ mainly White schooling 

experiences. Consequently, the boundaries and limitations of their identities were 

tested and the students found themselves having to create distinct surviving tactics to 

interpret the intricacies of Whiteness.

A common experience that emerged from the data for both the male and female 

minority ethnic students was being asked by their Protestant and Catholic peers 

whether they belonged to the Catholic or Protestant religion. As Emily (Black 

African, aged 15) explain:

Emily: I’m not saying it’s bad but sometimes in Belfast they start 
shouting [at] a person ’cos they’re a Catholic or a Protestant or 
something, they just don’t like them [each other] they’re always 
fighting, it just makes it hard for you. If you don’t have a religion 
like people ask you, are you a Protestant... like it’s the same story 
people in my class ask me, “are you a Protestant or are you a 
Catholic?" I just tell them I’m not either of those ’cos [because] I 
don’t know what I am (emphasis added)
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It is important to bear in mind that Emily recently arrived in Northern Ireland, so her 

answer might have something to do with acclimatising herself to the socio-political 

environment that exists in Northern Ireland and not feeling confident in negotiating 

and forming personal friendships. Nevertheless, Chedza, who was bom in Northern 

Ireland (just like her mother) advised me that she did not know the difference 

between Catholics or Protestants until she was six years of age:

I haven’t been brought up with a religious background at all and I 
wouldn’t consider myself a religious person ... I remember my first 
day, the first time I ever heard [about the] Catholic/Protestant thing 
I was walking home from school and my friend Julie, she said to 
me: “Are you a Catholic or a Protestant?” And I went “I don’t 
know what a Catholic is or what a Protestant is” And she said “the 
Catholics are a bad person and a Protestant is a good person” and I 
said “ I guess I’m a Catholic some of the time and I’m a Protestant 
some of the time because some of the time I do good things and 
some of the time I do bad things” And she kind’ve looked very 
confused at me and we walked home and from then on she never 
questioned the religion thing with me ever again. And it made her 
kind of question [the] Catholic Protestant thing (emphasis added).

Unlike some of the female interviewees, not many of the male students spoke about 

their discomfort at living in a predominately White environment. This could reflect 

gendered power relations whereby the male interviewees needed, as much as 

possible, to maintain or reflect a masculine stance in relation to me as a female 

researcher. For instance, when talking about potentially sensitive issues they 

avoided discussions about fragility and discomfiture. This insight reflects wider 

academic research on gender performance and masculinities which suggest generally 

men are socialised to keep their conversations regarding masculinity confined to 

‘safe’ topics such as toughness , heterosexuality and power and not to go beyond 

the confines of that which are socially constructed as masculine (Sallee and Harris 

III, 2011).

86 As Michael states : ‘Students’ views, actions and experiences cannot be separated from their 
audience - from the relationships that sustain and support them, ‘both the context and speaker’s 
perception of the audience will influence what is said’ (Michael, 1996 cited in Archer, 2003:42).
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Although none of the boys described any apprehension directly to me, they did talk 

about their unique positions, living in a post-conflict society as racialized subjects:

(Bob) Look at me. I’m a Hindu, I go to a Protestant school but I 
live in a Catholic area ...And just imagine walking down you know

87with ... with the uniform, people look at you.

In the context of the Northern Ireland, segregated areas have always been perceived 

to be unsafe for anyone not from them, regardless of who you are. Nevertheless, I 

would stress the multiple threats of school uniform plus skin colour or other 

distinguishing features which make the minority ethnic males more of a target. 

School uniforms are powerful symbols in Northern Ireland that give a clear 

indication of what school a student goes to and thus whether they are likely to be 

Protestant or Catholic. Similar to the female responses, some of the males were asked 

to position themselves in relation to the two main ethnic groups in the region too:

Raj: It is so different because they [two majority ethnic groups] are 
so unaware of what is outside of Northern Ireland and for them it is 
just Protestant and Catholic... If you go “[I’m a] Hindu”, they say 
“is that a Protestant person or a Catholic?”. We say Hindu and they 
say, is that a different religion?

Raj’s reasoning is similar to the response from Ben (mentioned in the previous 

chapter) in that they both shared the view of the two majority White ethnic groups in 

Northern Ireland being mono-cultural and Eurocentric. In this context he talks about 

the White majority’s religious ignorance as opposed to their cultural ignorance, yet 

again this could be interpreted as a personal coping strategy defining the majority 

ethnic populations as inferior and the local young people as simply parochial and 

ignorant.

87 Les Back indicates how racially marked subjects, (such as Boys of Belfast) walking home from 
school ‘inhabit space - making it ‘ours’ and not ‘theirs’, rendering it lived, embodied, habituated, and 
the challenges, the racially prompted and pronounced dangers, that mark many moments of everyday 
experience in trying to make it so’ (2005:17-18).
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According to Vishnu he could not maintain a religious identity independent from the 

politicised religion of the region. For Vishnu, pronunciation was pivotal to locating 

his identity in relation to the Catholic/ Protestant alternatives on offer. When asked if 

he was Protestant or Catholic Vishnu told me he could not distinguish between the 

two over-arching religious/political groupings in the region. Consequently, his peers 

sought to do so for him by resorting to claims about the ways in which pronunciation 

captures religious and political affiliations. Vishnu was asked to pronounce the letter 

H to ascertain if he was a Protestant or Catholic (the pronunciation of the letter 'FT is 

claimed to be one way in which ethno-nationality becomes apparent)88.

Some people ask me are you a Prod [Protestant] or a Catholic and I 
say I am a Hindu. [They then ask me to] pronounce the H. I 
pronounce H as H[haitch]. That’s the way Catholics would 
pronounce it. Protestant roots in England, they say H[aitch], 
whereas Catholics who learn Irish, in Irish when you say H, you 
say HaH, so when you hear HaH, you say he is a Catholic

There were different pressures from male and female peer groups regarding ‘fitting 

in’, and clearly the male peer groups were less accepting. The male minority ethnic 

students had to conform to the dominant norms of hegemonic masculinity (White, 

heterosexual, able-bodied). Consequently, they embodied marginalised masculinities 

(minority ethnic differences based on race and religious difference) and, as a result,
OQ

their position as men was challenged by some of their white peers (Connell, 2005).

The complex interplay between religion and politics, taken so much for granted by 

the local population, created confusion and a sense of not belonging or not being 

entitled to belong among students who were not used to this specific configuration of 

religion and politics (although they may well have been familiar with others). This 

indicated that there was a very strong pull toward the males in particular to implicitly 

affiliate politically with either of the two main religious-political groups by their 

White male peers, and their responses to this indicate an awareness that there is more

88 Typically, pronouncing H as “haitch” tends to lead to someone being seen as Catholic and those that 
drop the “h” and pronounce it “aitch” seen as Protestant

89 This notion of the males putting their heads down and not drawing much attention to their racial or 
minority ethnic status will be addressed further in Chapter Six.
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going on with religious identification than questions of faith. These counter-stories 

by the minority ethnic students indicate the salience and normality of Whiteness and 

how it is embedded in everyday discourses of schooling life. Thereby, confirming the 

theoretical position that Whiteness besides being a social constructed identity, is 

complex and located by time and place, in this case post- conflict Northern Ireland.

It is evident to see that the emphasis was on the young minority ethnic students 

themselves to change. They were compelled to mix and to integrate, in essence to fit 

in and to cease being distinctive. This characterizes what bell hooks define as a ‘deep 

emotional investment in “sameness”; that ‘sameness’ is of course, based on 

Whiteness’ (hooks, 1992:167 cited in Crozier and Davies, 2008:299).90 Moreover, 

experience of marginalisation may be repeated (both religious and gender identities 

are marginalised) or alienated (one identity is marginalised, the other is not, as in this 

case) dependent on the specific ways in which individuals classify culturally and 

religiously. Therefore, religious identity was not seen as a detached identity feature 

at all, but rather as one feature in how the students were viewed by the majority 

White groups in Northern Ireland.

Religion and Politics: New Configurations

The third of the three key areas to be explored in this chapter is the position of Islam 

in intersectional practices of identity formation. This section will show how Islamic 

identification interlinked with gender, cultural and ethnic are entertained within 

mainly White schools. A huge amount of interest has been afforded to young Muslim 

identity in recent years (Sirin and Fine, 2007; Zaal et al, 2007; Hutnik, 2010; 

Hopkins, 2010; Phoenix, 2011), particularly in the aftermath of the 2001 attacks in 

America and 2007 attacks in Britain. Nevertheless there still remains an absence of 

evidence about how religion characterises the inner dynamics of this group, in 

particular the subtleties of gender included in the articulation of young Muslim men

90 Nevertheless, Crozier and Davies (2008) suggest: ‘there are no guarantees of acceptance’ and rather 
views Whiteness, institutional and structural racism as the problem. (Quoting Ruth Frankenberg to 
substantiate their argument they argue: ‘Whiteness is more about the power to include and exclude 
groups and individuals than about the actual practices of those who are to be let in or kept out’ 
(Frankenburg, 1997: 13 cited in Crozier and Davies, 2008:299)
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and Muslim women’s identities, in mail white areas. This section will introduce four 

separate case studies of Muslim students, both male and female, which will show 

how religion and gender are intermeshed in young Muslim students’ identity 

constructions. The section will introduce extracts from the discussions I had with the 

young Muslim men and women to investigate how religion is negotiated, or not, and 

how power is exercised as a source in the creation of gender identity. In focusing on 

a set of inter-related case studies, this section will provide a nuanced understanding 

of how Muslim young people in a predominately White Christian environment 

respond and resist to certain moments where their Muslim identities come to the fore.

To veil or not to veil

Muslim women seem to inhabit conflicting positions and at times are identified as 

causes for concern due to a discourse of cultural pathology (Ramji, 2007; Shain, 

2002). A distinctive feature of some Muslim women is the headscarf or hijab (I say 

some women since there are various debates around the wearing of the hijab as either 

being a cultural practice or a personal decision). A typical stereotype or myth 

surrounding Muslim women who choose to use the veil would be based on negative 

assumptions about the reasons they choose to wear a hijab i.e. they are subservient to 

a male-dominated religion. As Ansari (2002) states:

The dominant Western image of Muslim women depicts them as 
compliant and unreflective, subject to patriarchal traditions and 
lacking any active agency to change their condition (Ansari 
2002:14).

According to Burke et al. (2003:210), identities do influence performance and 

‘individuals change their performance levels to bring them into accord with the 

levels that would be expected given their identity meanings’. This was the case with 

Nora (Arab female, 19) who told me she conformed to her parent’s view of 

respectfully covering up: ‘7 didn't have that need, to express my culture or, yeah, 

anything'. Nora’s response was in part driven by her parents’ attitudes to expressing 

Muslim culture and what she deemed freedom of choice in her new surroundings.
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However, and in the following quote, notice how she problematizes the Muslim 

culture:

I would say that you know this [modest dress] is the problem in 
every Muslim culture, you know like, for example, if it’s me, my 
parents were stricter kind of, they would make sure that I covered 
myself. My parents they told me like, all I want you to do is like 
cover your body and you know that means like it doesn’t mean like 
you have to wear very long things or something like that but 
actually we want you to be covered and that was fine and they 
didn’t ask me to wear hijab or coats or anything like that so I think 
you know I have been given that freedom91 (Nora) (emphasis 
added)

Nora emigrated from a Middle Eastern country where the hijab and coats were 

compulsory wear in public. Upon arrival, her parents did not feel it necessary for this 

to continue and in Nora’s eyes this meant being liberated and free. Nevertheless, 

there are occasions when Muslim women are stereotyped as subservient and /or 

unusual purely on the basis of their religious identity, Zine (2000) found this within 

her research relating to young Muslim women:

‘Essentialized images of the ‘repressed Muslim woman’ and the 
identification of difference as ‘foreignness’, are attitudes which 
often frame relationships between Muslim students, their teachers 
and peers Zine (2000:309).

Nora confirms this negative demeanour from strangers on the street to me:

Sometimes people are kind of racist towards you because they 
think like ‘look at her, she’s wearing that ... that means she is from 
somewhere else because she is not just like us’.

Nora’s position also reiterates Zine’s (2000) findings examining veiled Muslim girls. 

Zine (2000) found that elusive and complex actions such as a judgmental look from

91 Amos and Parmar (1981) have noted the usefulness of concepts such as freedom, choice and 
arrangement is open to debate, they suggest: ‘For western women who are pressured to go to discos 
to find a partner, it could be easily argued that they have little freedom. It is also questionable whether 
waxing legs and bikini lines or squeezing into tight dresses could be construed as free’ (cited in Shain, 
2003:4).

166



people can have intense reactions which could lead to an assimilatory effect.92 

Furthermore her quote indicates that being located beyond the margins of social 

recognition may lead to feelings of isolation and strangeness. As discussed in 

Chapter Three the development of identity is a discursive process and is reliant on 

position, time and environment (Hall, 1994 and 1996). Moreover, as some have 

argued identity construction is not a detached psychological practise and our 

identities are formed through our experiences and significant social relationships 

with others (Essers, 2008). In Nora’s case, she made sense of herself mainly from the 

tangible circumstances she experienced in college and on the street and also through 

her parents (i.e. her significant others).

However, as highlighted in the multiple identities literature and the intersectionality 

perspective outlined in Chapter Three, Muslim identities should be understood as 

complex struggles over different modes of being (Hintjens, 2008). Furthermore, the 

identities we negotiate are our own, in other words subjective and, as a consequence, 

we mirror what this means in our negotiations and experiences (Burke, 2005)

Hence, in her counter-story Sophia’s identity construction was manifested differently 

as opposed to Nora above. Sophia’s internal religiosity was interpreted as just as 

important as external symbolization:

{Interviewer): Are you allowed to express your cultural identity in 
school?
Sophia: Yep
{Interviewer): Can you give me an example and when?
Sophia: Well this year I started wearing my head scarf and it was 
so much easier than I thought it would be because I had the support 
of all my friends and teachers were all so nice about it you know.

Sophia indicated it was difficult in the beginning being the only Muslim girl in her 

class and wearing a hijab in her school. However, over time she gained the 

confidence and ability to be herself and not conceal her personal identity:

92 Zine explains: ‘seeing the self as it is inscribed in the gaze of the other' (Hall, 1991:48) has a 
powerful effect in defining the boundaries of belonging’ ( Zine, 2000:309).
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I think I’m more independent [now] and stand up for myself but 
before, you know, it was hard ....but I think it’s something, 
something you have to go through I guess and get used to... cause 
you have to live your life and how you are [pause] you have to let 
that shine through you [pause] people have to know, well it’s quite 
hard to hide anyway cause I can 7 go round hiding that [Islamic 
identity], no way (emphasis added)

In this instance Sophia seemed more positive about articulating her Muslim identity 

than Nora’s restrained outlook on her Muslim identity; this could have been due to 

Sophia’s unique personal experience with her Muslim identity, whereas Nora’s 

resistance to what she viewed as religious oppression could be down to her feeling of 

dominance associated with wearing the hijab and feelings of being labelled 

negatively. As Levine-Raskey (2011) argues: ‘In intersectionality theory, identity is 

experienced not as composed of discrete attributes but as a subjective, even 

fragmented set of dynamics’ (own emphasis) (2011:242).

This sense of positive self-esteem in maintaining a contentious minority religion in a 

predominately Catholic and Protestant environment was also maintained by some of 

the male students. Steven was just as proud of his religious identity as Sophia above. 

When I interviewed Steven he was attending his first year of post-primary school in 

Belfast. Upon hearing about Miriam’s story (See Appendix G) he told me 

confidently:

I think she [Miriam] should like tell her friends that she’s Muslim 
.. .in our class everyone knows that I’m Muslim and [that] I don’t eat 
any, like you know, in the canteen [pork] sausages ... and they still 
like me and I’m still their friend.

Steven’s reaction underscores how the experiences and responses of some of the 

boys and some of the girls interviewed were complex and subjective rather than 

being a unitary outcome of structures of racialization. However, Steven was unlike 

the majority of the boys and girls in this study who chose to conceal their cultural or 

religious identity when possible. For Steven, his school and peers accepted him and

9j See Appendix G for the vignettes.
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so there was no need to conceal his religious and racialized identity. In fact the 

school he was attending seemed very encouraging:

There’s a woman called Sister Agnes in school, she’s Catholic ... 
[Tjhere’s a mobile called a chaplaincy, I went there just myself and 
told her I’m Muslim and that [it] was actually Ramadan and she 
said “are you fasting?” And I said “yes” and she said “that’s very 
good.”

Integrated schools, such as the school attended by Steven, have been seen as one way 

forward to reduce conflict and to promote peace and reconciliation in Northern 

Ireland. The raison d'etre of integrated schools in the region has been in response to 

the past conflict and the nature of segregated schooling, and have been cited as 

having great potential for building social cohesion between Catholics and Protestants 

(McGlynn, 2003).94 Thus, this could be the reason for the school’s positive response 

to Steven’s Muslim identity.

Together with the overwhelming pressure on their religious and racial differences, 

some students found it difficult to identify with either of the two main 

religious/political communities. At times the sense of community in Northern Ireland 

can have an overpowering and exclusionary effect on some minority ethnic adults 

and children who do not ascribe to the labels Protestant and Catholic. Another factor 

that seemed to contribute to some of the student’s exclusion and lack of belonging 

was the recent rise of Islamaphobia (mentioned by a few respondents in both the 

focus groups and interviews). Hence it was alarming for me, but nonetheless not 

surprising, to find that some Muslim students decided to conceal their religious 

identities.95 A number of boys alluded to the fact that ‘[s]o/ne Muslims won’t tell 

anyone that I’m a Muslim they say [they come from a] different country, [they act 

like] a different guy' (Boys of Belfast). Vishnu in a focus group, talked about his

94 See Appendice A.
95 According to Archer (2003) young Muslim men occupy extremely negative and contemptuous roles 
in society. They are the contemporary ‘folk devil’ and hold what she describes as a ‘demonised 
position’ (Archer 2003:1).
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Muslim friend, whom he asserts is proud of his religion; but is too fearful to 

highlight his religious identity:

I have got a friend, he is actually Muslim, in my school but he does 
not say he is Muslim and I think that is not right, he is proud of 
what he is but he is just scared to say 7 am a Muslim ’ (emphasis 
added)

Not belonging or being part of the (White) ‘Christian norm’ did seem to have a 

negative effect on other minority ethnic young people, as indicated by Boys of 

Belfast who spoke about his peers’ self-loathing:

Some of the boys and the girls who are living here are very 
shocked [distressed]. They will be very ashamed [and say] SIGH 
ah I’m a Chinese, SIGH I’m a Muslim ...

One of the many boys who did not feel very confident about his religious identity 

was Runscape. Runscape, a self-identified Muslim, thought school should be a 

religion-free environment, he told me that 'people should not have to deal with 

[religion] at school'. For the majority of his time in school Runscape felt that he 

was one of these boys. I sensed throughout most of our interview that he 

demonstrated an active avoidance of identifying with the Muslim religion when 

speaking of his schooling life. This quote embodies his standpoint: I really ... I have 

no problem ... yeah people don’t even realise [I am a Muslim] I just get on like any 

other Christian96 This extract suggests that if Runscape was to reveal his Muslim 

identity then he might just have a problem. In order to avoid confrontation, he 

conceals his religious identity, continuing to exist like his ‘ordinary’ predominately 

Christian peers. It is worth pointing out that Runscape had a very fair complexion 

and unlike some of the other students could easily assimilate to the White majority if 

he so chose. Yet Runscape decided in one instance, he would take a firm stand 

against a negative stereotype propagated by some of his peers:

As Archer states: ‘Islamaphobia has been a widespread, global phenomenon that has impacted on 
the schooling of Muslim pupils’ (Archer, 2003:.37).
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Runscape: People say [that Muslims are] like terrorises]. I ... tell 
[my] friends that a Muslim is not a terrorist and I’ve ... said to 
them like I don’t I don’t like believe that [is the case for all 
Muslims] ... they said, they said it [Muslims are terrorists] as a joke 
and I (long pause) got angry (short pause) I got a little scared (he 
nervously giggles)97

Runscape’s story indicates how the boys in this research positioned themselves; 

either they were accepted and/or resisted and categorised, depending on situational 

circumstances and contextual variations. Circumstances obviously will present 

themselves, such as the one re-told by Runscape, who felt the imperative to defend 

the negative stereotype pitted against his religious identity and he could no longer 

resign himself to the periphery. This reaction was not due to his religious fervour; in 

fact he indicated he did not like Madressa, (a religious school for Muslim children). 

Runscape was like any other typical young male adolescent, immensely interested in
QO

his iPod and computer games.

As a Muslim, Runscape indicated through his discourse that it was more likely that 

he would be marginalised if he displayed his ‘Muslim-ness’. It would seem Runscape 

was negotiating his Muslim identity in response to the reactions of his peers. I 

suspect if Runscape openly expressed his religious identity as a Muslim, there might 

have been certain aspects of society that simultaneously would exclude and include 

him from belonging completely within the somewhat divided but nevertheless 

distinct White Christian/Catholic boundaries of Northern Ireland. This strategy is 

similar to what Ryan (2010) identifies in her study with Polish migrants in London, 

she states: ‘a group [person] develops a sense of itself through its [his/her] perceived 

differences from other groups’ (2010:360).

Both Nora and Sophia are interesting women but as has been discussed earlier in this 

chapter how they negotiated their religious identities was quite different. There were 

familial influences which show identities are open to self-shaping but are also 

structured by other things. In the case of Steven for as much as he seems settled and

97 Insults between folk in Northern Ireland, known as ‘slagging’, may often be masking a more sinister 
intent. For example, Connolly and Keenan (2002) discovered the same practice in their study.

98 Hence, he chose a pseudonym based on a popular online adventure game.
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well integrated in school he nevertheless comments that people like him despite the 

fact he is different - hence there is an assumption on Steven’s part that difference is 

problematic. Runscape’s discourse aligned himself with words such as sameness and 

fitting in which might suggest that any indication of difference might be risky for 

him. This position confirms empirical research that find minority ethnic boys 

frequently address these difficulties and anxieties from a position grounded in the 

unique situation of their racialized selves (see for example Ghuman, 1999).

Conclusion
This chapter has focused on the functioning of multiple identities in a mainly White 

context. My aim was to address the gaps in the literature about how young minority 

ethnic students’ multiple identities are performed, constructed and negotiated on the 

margins; specifically in this present case in relation to mainly White schools. In the 

first section interviewees retold stories about the unique position of being caught in 

the middle between two White competing ethno-national identities of Catholic and 

Protestant. Those who identified with racialized ethno-national groups such as 

Judaism or Islam were often considered to be ‘outsiders’, with consequential 

implications for their positioning within their schooling lives. Clearly, there were 

issues of power running throughout this chapter; not particularly overt power 

dynamics but norms and values pertaining to Whiteness and its association with 

Christian faith.

Moreover, this chapter (and thesis) has illustrated Northern Ireland is an 

overwhelmingly White region and normative Whiteness remains inherent in the two 

distinct ethno-national communities. Subsequently, this sense of Whiteness has an 

influence on the students and how their identity at times, could not be chosen freely. 

In this sense, Whiteness was far from being invisible. It was considered the dominant 

norm and therefore the question of invisibility as a minority ethnic person was 

heightened. The second section concentrated on how the minority ethnic students 

negotiated themselves by being racialized and were asked to identify or align 

themselves with either the Catholic or Protestant groups. The minority ethnic 

students at times, could not just be autonomous beings, they usually had to navigate 

through the complexities of living in a mainly White region where they were hyper-
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visible and considered different but nonetheless needed to state their allegiance to 

conciliate their White peers.

Additionally, the chapter has provided evidence that the label of religious identity is 

often ambivalent, contradictory and can have an effect when intersected with other 

social differences such as gender. Muslim students in this chapter were used to 

illustrate this proposition. When comparing the stories presented above, it is obvious 

that, to some extent, the students were struggling, negotiating and resisting the 

restrictive rules of the mainly White, mono-cultural context they were living in. 

Despite the growth of the Islamophobia and the stereotypical portrayals of some of 

the students, the findings showed through dynamic concepts such as gender and 

religion and individual agency the students managed to combat negative 

constructions of difference.

The chapter further shows that students from under-represented populations take on 

multiple dimensions of their environmental context when negotiating their identities. 

Students who find themselves in a minority in a majority white world continually 

have to manoeuvre across a White norm; which inevitably leads to a series of 

multiple strategies for negotiating Whiteness. In the next chapter we will gain an 

insight into how one particular recurrent theme came to the fore when deconstructing 

Whiteness; namely resilience.
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Chapter Seven

“You have to be able to deal with it”: 
Rethinking Resistance

Introduction

This chapter’s aim is to reveal the ways in which minority ethnic students 

demonstrate their flexibility when faced with environmental forces, many of which 

are negative. Recently it has being noted in the literature that there remains a gap in 

that there is very little evidence recognizing minority ethnic youth and their 

capacities to function effectively irrespective of the various surroundings in which 

they are located (Nicolas et al, 2008). In highlighting the numerous, often nuanced, 

forms of resistance that the minority ethnic students who participated in the study 

demonstrated this chapter helps in addressing this gap. Moreover, it draws attention 

to the relevance and usefulness of resistance as a conceptual framework in the field 

of the Sociology of Education where it is often overlooked and understudied. This 

chapter addresses this gap by highlighting the various forms of minority ethnic 

student resistance that has been ignored and unexamined in the field of sociology, 

education and racialization. In doing this the chapter will also expand on discussions 

with the students through their narratives in an attempt to capture moments of 

otherness and exclusion. The empirical evidence places these counterstories 

(narratives) within their contexts - social and political; focusing particularly on 

gender and race/ethnicity. These social identity categories were also located within a 

mainly White context to highlight the evident complexity and multi-layered effect of 

employing an intersectional paradigm.

As this thesis has demonstrated in Chapter Six the experiences of racism impacted 

upon the young people in different ways. One concept to help explain the coping 

strategies and strengths minority ethnic students might hold has been resilience.
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Numerous forms of resilience are cited in the literature for example ‘compensatory, 

risk-protective and challenge’ (Hollister-Wagner et al, 2001 cited in Nicolas, 

2008:262). However, as a concept resilience for a while possessed a limited notion 

due to the initial thinking around coping within psychology (Van Breda, 2001). The 

study of ways in which people coped and the mechanisms they used to avoid being 

harmed was disregarded in the literature because it was understood that such research 

would only find subjective defences used by individuals, when these were faced by 

those individuals (Pearlin and Schooler, 1982). However, recently, within the field 

of coping and resilience there has been a paradigm shift from a pathological focus 

towards a more comprehensive understanding of the term that provides insight and 

multifarious understandings (O'Leary, 1998).

The use of resistance is preferred in this thesis to describe the healthy functioning of 

students since it integrates the notion of dynamic involvement. Furthermore, if 

existent, discriminatory behaviours directed to the students and their responses are 

determined in more libratory forms and, therefore, students are not viewed as passive 

agents (Spencer, 2005, Watts, Williams and lagers, 2003 cited in Nicolas et al, 

2008). Nonetheless, there is an inclination within the resistance framework to 

describe all systems of adverse conduct in schools as resistance (Warren, 2005 see 

McFadden, 1995 and Wright et al, 2001 for discussions of this tendency). This 

chapter, therefore, intends to shift the focus away from deficit models of resistance 

(Bryan, 2003; Van Breda, 2001) and highlight stories of success and personal 

resilience, along with resistance as a catalyst. Accordingly, the concept of resistance 

will be readdressed to reveal different methods for student resistance which reflects 

their realities and experiences of living in a predominantly White region.

Resistance should therefore be understood as a complex range of actions and ways of 

thinking, some obvious and explicit, others more subtle and unstated and/or implicit. 

The analysis in this research has being situated in relation to resistance perspectives 

because I am concerned with the way some students in a mainly White context 

negotiate resistance strategies that challenge Othering, discrimination and exclusion.
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Another term that this chapter will utilise is Yosso’s term resistant capital, she 

defines it as, ‘those knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional behaviour 

that challenge inequality’ (Yosso, 2005:80) ( see Delgado Bernal, 1997; Giroux, 

1983; Freire, 1970; Pizarro, 1998, 2005; Solorzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001 

Resistant capital should be understood, ‘as a set of inner resources, social 

competencies and strategies that permit individuals to survive and recover’ (Yosso: 

2005:80) within institutions they find themselves to be in the minority’ (for example 

a minority ethnic student in a mainly White school) or similarly institutions not 

created for them in mind.

Utilising the empirical data this chapter develops the concept of resistance. Sections 

one and two will examine an active form of resistance and institutional resistance. 

The third form of resistance to be highlighted will be transformational resistance and, 

finally, the chapter will address a conformist form of resistance.

Transformative Resistance

It is my overall intention to highlight counter-stories from the minority students of 

their capacities to function effectively regardless of the sometimes socially 

challenging and predominantly White environments in which they have socialised. 

Resistance as it is generally regarded in this body of work should be viewed as a 

means of locating the strengths of marginalised students to assert their voice and 

enrich their presence in predominantly white schools. According to Nicolas et al. 

(2008:265) minority ethnic students’ strength:

[l]ie in their abilities to analyse situations for race-related power 
imbalances and to negotiate the related challenges or barriers 
optimal from a position of: affirmative self-agency; self-esteem and 
pride in oneself; and a belief that one can make a positive 
difference throughout their development."

Utilising this understanding and a Critical Race lens of analysis the following two 

sections will confirm this strength-based model and the manner in which the students

991 would include religious power-imbalances too.
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developed psychological strengths and the way they used these strengths. The use of 

the word strength in this research refers to the survival skills that students grasp to 

transfonn their environments or their responses to challenging circumstances they 

might come up against.

Generally, only a few of the students interviewed could be seen as active agents in 

the pursuit of valued outcomes in terms of social justice or personal safety. 

Nevertheless there were some students who could be seen as active agents through 

either writing to the examining bodies about the lack of diversity in the religious 

curriculum or through participating in community projects dealing with anti-racism.

{Interviewer): Do you think it’s important to express your cultural 
identity in school and do you think school is the right place to do 
that?
Timothy: I think...yeah kind of I mean.
{Interviewer): Why?
Timothy: Obviously a lot has to be done through education I think 
especially in RE. I, ...I have actually thought of writing letters to 
the GCSE board of RE and saying there should be more education 
about different religions rather than just Christianity and Jesus. 
{Interviewer): So you do think it’s important?
Timothy: Yeah I think it’s important through education. 
{Interviewer): Do you think your school helps you find out about 
cultures other than your own?
Timothy: It's purely based on religious Jesus stuff which I really I 
feel quite strongly about, it should not be about that. It should 
definitely be about other religions and cultures ... again, Belfast is 
getting much larger it’s culturally, bigger communities.

Tara Yosso (2000) explored the many manifestations of students’ transformational 

resistance, which often involved an effort to ‘prove others wrong’. According to 

Yosso (2000) ‘Proving them wrong’ is a process where students challenge 

derogatory stereotypes and notions about themselves. She finds that these encounters 

provide impetus for some students, who assert themselves in schools in order to 

dispel any preconceived ideas about themselves.
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This notion of ‘proving others wrong’ is clearly demonstrated by one of the research 

participants, Timothy, in relation to writing to the GCSE board to complain about the 

lack of diversity in the RE curriculum. In his quote above, Timothy illustrates both a 

critique of the narrow focus on the Religious Education curriculum and a desire to 

rectify and demand change. This acknowledgment by Timothy of bias contained in 

the school syllabus and his eagerness to work toward rectifying the social and racial 

predisposition by the educational institution signifies Timothy’s resistance as 

transformative (Yosso, 2005).

Boys of Belfast also maintained a transformative sense of resistance when he 

explained to me his desire to lobby and contribute to challenge the outcomes of the 

damaging racial and religious experiences that minority ethnic students face within 

schools in the Northern Ireland (own emphasis) :

{Interviewer): Are you ever consulted as students on policies 
school policies?
Bob: Not yet no but outside school yes, I am a member of Northern 
Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young people. 
{Interviewer): NICCY?
Bob: and ... eh... the Children’s Law Centre and this Saturday I’m 
joining Childline.
{Interviewer): Do you find that rewarding that type of work?
Bob: Yes eh ... just interesting you know when I came here you 
know, especially young people need it, you know they are 
completely out of control and that’s why I joined all these clubs to 
promote diversity and tell them a bit about anti-racism and some of 
the things that go on in Northern Ireland (own emphasis).

Thus, Boys of Belfast’s position above can also be interpreted as a manifestation of 

transformational resistance. Boys of Belfast acknowledged the problem of racism 

within society and thus became motivated to actively participate in ways to disrupt 

the various prejudices and stereotypes people held. He did this by joining 

organisations such as The Children’s Law Centre and Child Line.

Whilst conducting my fieldwork with the young minority ethnic students I 

discovered that a number of the students took part in various anti-racist arts-based 

projects through media and theatre schemes. I questioned them about their
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participation in such activities and on the whole they said they found their 

experiences rewarding. Nancy, as part of a youth group, acted in a DVD looking at 

racism and the experiences of the young people in Belfast to highlight the group’s 

experiences; I asked her what effect she thought that would have:

{Interviewer): How did you find the experience of making a DVD 
about racism as a young minority ethnic student in Northern 
Ireland?
Nancy: I don’t mind...Yeah it’s a positive thing. Yeah seriously I 
think it will certainly...will show them [target audience] what’s it 
like and if [young people] are interested [in the topic] I’ll start 
showing them.

Referring back to my research diary, Nancy did not seem very enthusiastic about the 

project, for example, her tone remained very casual and her manner very indifferent 

to the project. It seemed the DVD task was just something to do in a youth-group 

setting and not a task that for Nancy contributed to a sense of social justice. I would 

suggest that Nancy is displaying a form of self-defeating resistance Nancy. Self- 

defeating resistance, according to Solorzano and Bernal Solorzano and Bernal 

(2001:317), ‘refers to students who may have some critique of their oppressive social 

conditions but are not motivated by an interest in social justice’. It is important to 

highlight Nancy’s counter-story as it illustrates how different forms of resistance are 

based on a person’s subjectivity and sense of agency and context. Nancy 

demonstrated her agency (see Chapter Five), when she retold a counter-story about 

being racially abused and how she had fought back and stood up for herself. While 

Nancy indicated that she was not overly enthused about being involved in the anti

racism project and it seemed social justice was not her rationale for engaging in it 

she, nonetheless, indicated that having done it she felt that it could have positive 

effects as she felt that it could be shown to other young people to let them appreciate 

what it was like to be a minority ethnic in Northern Ireland.

When discussing student resistance it is important to bear in mind that there are 

different models of resistance and that resistance is therefore not fixed. Similarly any
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behaviours associated with resistance will be wide-ranging and dynamic. 100 While at 

one level she expressed lack of interest about participating in a DVD production 

about racism at another she was aware that as a minority ethnic person living in NI 

there were particular issues that had to be contended with on an everyday basis and 

that in making the dvd and bringing them to the fore that she had the opportunity of 

bringing these to a wider audience. Raj below saw the merits in being part of a 

project that would promote social justice and demystifying stereotypes:

I think the overall message was about stereotypes this is not how 
migrant workers come here, this is not how they live their life. 
We are just trying to portray how people think about people from 
different backgrounds, although some of the elements which are 
shown in the play are true. We thought if we could bring our own 
elements into the play, I think it would give it so much effect, 
other stuff which happened to people is in the play as well but that 
was one of the stuff that happened to me as well, I think the 
experience I got was amazing and the message was telling people 
that all immigrants are not what you think and to be the first one 
to tell everyone that this was the first play from a group of young 
Asians, 1 was very privileged to be part of it (own emphasis)

Raj also told me how the play incorporated his personal experiences into the script 

which he found to be effective as it was based on real life experiences. Additionally, 

he displays a sense of pride as an Asian to have been part of such a production. Here 

Raj is participating in external resistance whereby individuals are involved in ‘a 

more conspicuous and overt type of behaviour’ which is seen by Critical Race 

scholars as either ‘political, collective conscious or motivated by a sense of social 

justice through’ their behaviour (Solorzano and Bernal, 2001.319). Interestingly, Raj 

also acknowledges that the play attempted to illustrate how stereotypes exist 

between a binary of the 'us and them' and within a bounded group such as Indians:

Raj: I think another good message we sent out is it’s not only 
Northern Irish people who make stereotypes up. People in India 
make fun of and stereotype each other. India is a big country, they 
have 22 states. Each state has its only culture and language, own 
lifestyle and it's like a completely different country, so a guy from

100 Cynthia Joseph has argued that: ‘Contemporary notions of resistance take into account the 
multiplicity of identity’ (Joseph, 2006:36).
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South of India will face the same sort of thing. Stereotypes are big 
things in India and still exist until now.

Thus, Raj displays his awareness of inter-ethnic racism and a more complex 

understanding of the intricacies of racialization In this instance, Raj did not just 

reveal the social norms of Whiteness (i.e. through stereotyping or racialization) he 

also indicated awareness that racism takes place within minority ethnic communities 

as well.

The main model of resistance displayed in this section by the minority ethnic 

students was what Critical Race scholar’s term transformative resistance. 

Nevertheless there remained nuances under this term such as self-defeating 

resistance and external resistance. As a broad concept transformative resistant capital 

should be viewed in this context as including ‘cultural knowledge of the structures of 

racism and motivation to transform such oppressive structures (Pizarro, 1998; 

Villenas & Deyhle, 1999’ cited in Yosso, 2005:81). In other words resistance can be 

driven by awareness that personal social change is possible. Furthennore, resistance 

conceived in this way could also be understood as a method for young people to 

assert their opinions and experiences thereby developing their presence and 

prominence within school.

Institutional Resistance

Scholars who propose a social constructionist perspective claim our identity is 

constructed through various relationships and social institutions (Stewart, 2009 see 

also Ferguson, 2000; Rattansi, 2007; Evans, Forney and Guido-DiBrito, 1998). 

Moreover, scholars such as Pamela Perry (2001) and others who write about 

Whiteness in schools (Gillbom, 2006; Nayak, 1997) assert that Whiteness is usually 

viewed as the norm (the standard by which others are judged) and anyone else is 

consequently ranked and categorized in relation to the ‘supposed norm’. Hence, for 

the students interviewed in this study the significance of cultural and social identities 

such as race, ethnicity and religion were typically defined through the dominant
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cultures and routine practices of the White majority and consequently they were 

Othered and differentiated101:

Chedza: Like if you’ve talked to someone and you find out that 
they’re the same and you shocked. Like a lot of people have been 
like oh you like the same music as me or you, you go out to that 
club seriously you, you do go out? And I went yes and they so 
shocked because they just assume that you’re a certain way because 
you look different and I think that’s kind’ve racist.

Bob: People thought I don’t speak English and by that time I had a 
proper Belfast accent and I wasn’t talking to them for a while, they 
automatically thought ‘he cannot speak English, so we will not 
embarrass him by talking to him’, so once something came up and I 
started to talk and the whole Youth Club looked at me.

Ben: Well first of all we’ve established that when a person’s a 
different colour ... etc emm you don’t really say there’s another 
person you say oh there is an Asian there is a Black person or 
there’s a Moslem or whatever. I don’t see similarities you see 
differences first and emm....yes of course the individual inside the 
skin all yes that is important but... after all we’re human

Timothy: I would be introduced as he’s Jewish

From the above quotes it was evident that the minority ethnic students were being 

located by racial discourse and were expected to perform certain roles. As Fanon 

states, roles are about fixing Blackness in the White imagination the way a ‘chemical 

solution is fixed by a dye’ (1993:220 cited in Nayak 1997:64). This process of 

demarcation did not just occur amongst the minority ethnic peers and friends, head 

teachers and teaching staff were also involved in the process of racialization and 

stereotyping the students.

101 Minority ethnic students in mainly White schools face a number of challenges: As Johnson et al 
(2006) explain: ‘[they] are subjected to indignities, including low expectations, stereotypes, 
inadequate resources, and a curriculum that privileges White cultural values’ (Johnson, Manuscript; 
Perez Huber, Johnson, & Kohli, 2006 cited in Kohli, 2008 ).
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In the following quote Sophia provides an example of institutional resistance by re

telling the story of the first day she began wearing her headscarf in school and the 

assertive stance she maintained:

I didn’t tell her [my headmistress] at the start of the year, I was 
meant to give in a note and I forgot or something so at the second 
day of school she came to me and she like said “you can’t come 
into school wearing your headgear because you know it’s not 
school uniform” and she said that “it’s like somebody walking into 
school wearing a sack” and that really did offend me I must say 
this is like the worst thing that ever happened about it (emphasis 
added) ... [B]ut we sorted it out in the end, I had to get the 
permission from Board of Governors and until then she said I 
couldn’t wear it but I said: “/put it on and I’m not taking it off its 
my choice'” (emphasis added)

This counter-story is poignant for a number of reasons. Sophia, a young woman of a 

minority ethnicity and religion, maintained a sense of resistance by opposing a 

powerful figure such as her headmistress, thereby proving that the multiple identity 

of a person is linked with the intricacies of the social world around them. Sophia’s 

religious identity was salient to her and by actively resisting the school’s policy 

illustrates how people labelled by numerous categories of difference navigate their 

identities (this also applies to groups). The story also highlights that Sophia was far 

from submissive and actively resisted the White social norms surrounding her.102 

Sophia’s behaviour can be understood as illustrating her access to resistant capital 

(Yosso, 2005). Resistant capital here refers to those forms of knowledge and skills 

fostered through oppositional behaviour that challenge inequality (Yosso, 2005: 80). 

Additionally, this study argues and illustrates that far from being passive cultural 

‘victims’, some Muslim girls, such as Sophia, do actively draw on resistant and
10Tresilient capital too.

102 As Mohanty explains: ‘In the ‘latent ethnocentrism’ of the west, Muslim women are presented as 
voiceless, stereotyped, racialized victims rather than active agents working to determine and engage 
their rights as individuals’ (Chandra Talpade Mohanty, 1988 cited in Meeto and Mirza, 2007:24).

103 For example, see Nora’s attitude to expressing her cultural identity in the first section of this 
chapter.
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It has been argued that CRT gives voice to the otherwise unspoken realities of people 

living on the margins of society (Delgado, 1989; Matsunda, 1995; Schneider, 2005). 

Connected to this standpoint, it is essential to remember that when discussing 

contemporary notions of resistance there is an attempt to unravel the intricate means 

by which students resolve and reply to the border between their experiences and 
between concepts of hegemony and restraint (Joseph, 2006).104 Hence, minority 

ethnic students’ counter-stories are rarely monolithic and their experiences reflect a 

wide range of experiences. Nevertheless, some minority ethnic students did 

encounter similar negative circumstances based on racial and religious stereotypes as 

discussed in this chapter and previous empirical chapters. While not many students 

mentioned teachers in their accounts of being racialized there were a couple of 

instances where teachers did overtly make students feel uncomfortable, such as 

Tamara’s teacher:

I do think that they [teachers] do treat them [minority ethnic young 
people] a bit different like in my first year in Home Economics.
The teacher always asked me if I was cause I’m Jewish so she’s 
always ask rude questions about the religion

Chedza retold a story about her RE teacher’s bias when teaching her class about 

Islam:

Chedza: Cause you have teachers who are, so ... some of them are 
so prejudiced and in themselves so we learnt about Islam but we 
didn’t learn about Islam we watched a video on the twin towers and 
that’s all we saw we didn’t see one Moslem face or anything like it 
wasn’t.. .then our teacher was like Ok we have done Islam and 
(Interviewer) And the video on the twin towers what was that 
portraying?
Chedza: Emm, it was about the people in one of the towers and 
,emm, how they got out and stuff and just the terror but I don’t 
think it even mentioned Islam once like even if it had like 
mentioned the militant sect of Islam I would’ve understood, but it 
didn’t, there wasn’t a Moslem face there wasn’t anything, there 
wasn’t even A1 - Qaeda mentioned properly. There was nothing so

104 According to Ramazonoglu: ‘The discourses produced by students provide an analytical tool for 
understanding how power is exercised through discourse, how oppression works and how resistance 
may be possible (Ramazonoglu, 1993 cited in Joseph, 2006: 36).
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I didn’t really understand that so we had a bit of a fight with the 
teacher about that we didn’t learn about Islam at all.

In her account Chedza displays a sense of resistance capital by challenging her 

teacher’s interpretation of Islam. She also acknowledges how some teachers can be 

discriminatory; this is important because it displays her skilful manoeuvring through 

institutions not created for diversity, even though there was the possibility of 

encountering stressful episodes and that the environment might position her in 

danger, Nicholas et al. (2008, 271) call this:

Critical consciousness - the capacity to critically evaluate various 
situations for racial power imbalances, to weigh one’s options for 
coping with such situations, and to engage in personal and 
collective agency as necessary.

Through the type of distorted teaching Chedza and her friends described, we can 

view schools as places for assigning realistic identities opposed to confirming 

stereotypes held. In the same instance, it can be argued that schools can be locations 

for challenging adverse interpretations of these very identities through the confident 

expressions by students such as Chedza. Focusing on this aspect of resilience Giroux 

(1983:111) writes:

Elements of resistance now become the focal point for the 
construction of different sets of lived experiences in which students 
can find a voice and maintain and extend the positive dimensions 
of their own cultures and histories (cited in Zine 2000:312).

Another serious issue that Chedza’s narrative has identified is the religious 

intolerance of the teacher witnessed through her use of a dubious teaching aid. As 

educators, teachers hold a significant position in shaping attitudes and behaviours of 

young people through socialisation and the ‘hidden curriculum’ (as discussed later). 

There is an important role for teachers to address social and political tensions in the 

classroom although some of the issues remain contentious and sensitive this must be 

done within an atmosphere of mutual trust and respect. However, as in Chedza’s 

case sometimes Othering and the normality of Whiteness does not escape lesson 

plans and, consequently could have stigmatising effects, as Yasmin Zine states:
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Such representations served to justify and rationalise imperial 
domination and that these stereotypical constructs have served to 
mark the borders between the binary spaces of the West (read: 
progress, modernity) and the East (read: illiberal, pre-modem) as 
irreconcilable halves of a world living re-newed relations of 
conquest and subjugation (Zine,2006: 240).

Moreover, the teacher’s attitude can be understood as the identification of difference 

or ‘foreignness’ which seemed to frame a few of the relationships between and their 

teachers. This is similar to what Zine (2000) found in her study with Muslim pupils 

and their teachers. Zine (2000:309) described the teacher’s response as a result of the 

‘hidden curriculum’ of schooling’.103 The hidden curriculum is a discursive process 

and functions as a powerful transmitter of attitudes, cultural norms and societal 

values (Kentli, 2009). Consequently, the inadvertent actions and discourse of some 

teachers can be quite damaging as the teacher’s in Chedza’s school. These acts of 

representational politics are entrenched within particular political / socio-historic 

practices and, as illustrated in this chapter, are supported through both systemic and 

individual actions.

This section began by outlining what differentiation meant for the minority ethnic 

students who are marked out through a practice of racialization. Immersed in the 

dominance of Whiteness, the minority ethnic students tended to be positioned as the 

Other and racialized against an ever present White norm. Nevertheless, the main 

rationale of this section was to highlight a form of resistance that derived from the 

mainly White schools and the students who attended. Institutional resistance in this 

context can be described as minority ethnic students responding to unfavourable 

institutional practices. In this sense, this section has attempted to show that for some 

Muslim students, such as Sophia whose religious and cultural observances are 

contrary to the dominant culture, a path of resistance was adopted to preserve her 

identity and lifestyle. Sophia exercised a form of active resilience in her counter

story and challenged the dominant Christian norm thereby succeeding in getting the

105 See Willis, (1997); Apple (2004) and Giroux (2001) for further reading on the hidden curriculum.
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school accommodate of her religious and cultural identity. Chedza also openly 

resisted and challenged her teacher about the RE lesson she received on Islam.

Gendered Resistance - Female Perspectives

Research that considers social status focuses on the relationship between context and 

the developing person while acknowledging the influence of a person’s group 

membership within the larger societal context (Stewart and Lozano, 2009; Torres et 

al, 2009). Moreover, the dominant view of a majority population that holds a 

privileged position within society also has the power to rank who belongs and who 

does not, thus, maintaining a sense of hegemony over other groups (Torres, 2009).106 

This section will demonstrate particular forms of resistance that were adopted by the 

minority ethnic females.

Scholars such as Dafina Lazarus Stewart, (2008) have validated the argument that 

identity struggles from under-represented populations, such as minority ethnic 

students, take on particular intensity when the desire to achieve a sense of self means 

negotiating multiple elements of their environment, which may or may not be all- 

embracing and friendly. Moreover, CR scholarship has been a major driving force 

behind critiquing dominant White epistemologies (including belief systems and 

social norms) and call for the naming of one’s own reality through narrative or the 

counter-story method (see Chapter Three for more discussion around the importance 

of voice within CRT). There was a gender dimension in the findings as to how 

students’ racial or religious identities were mediated in their mainly White schools. 

Interestingly, the majority of the girls were vocal in their sense of worth and 

expressing their cultural identity in schools, in contrast to the boys (as will be 

demonstrated in the later in this chapter). For example, when presented with a 

vignette about Miriam’s awkwardness in dressing a certain way because of her 

religious and cultural identity the responses from the female students were adamant 

that Miriam should maintain her sense of self - being a young Muslim woman:

106 As Connolly suggests: ‘ the ways in which race as a social process impacts upon minority ethnic 
people will vary according to context and will be fundamentally informed by factors such as gender’ 
(Connolly, 2007:4)
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Emily: She’s doing it [dressing modestly] for her culture ... if she 
feels like her culture is more important than everything she should 
keep on doing what she’s doing ... I love my culture and it’s my 
culture

Rachel: It’s her culture she should not back out ...and if she wears 
as a Muslim she should wear as a Muslim cause that’s her culture, 
they cannot take her out of her culture ... Whatever you are 
whether your colour is Black Chinese Black, Christian you should 
be proud ... whatever you are, you should be proud

Sophia: It should be her choice to dress as she wants

Tiger Lily: It’s important to express your cultural identity - they 
can’t stop you being what you are

The quotes above display an incredibly determined view of culturally specific self- 

expression and were prevalent throughout some of the young women’s narratives. 

Moreover, Emily and Rachel were vocalising a passionate enthusiasm for their own 

cultural background and a strong sense of self worth and cultural pride. This strategy 

by the female students could be viewed as a form of self-assured resistance, a 

strategy of resistance where students survive and/or succeed through the educational 

pipeline (Yosso, 2000). This form of negotiation leaves the structural processes of 

power unaffected, yet support the student’s by bolstering their self worth and 

position (Yosso, 2001).107

In comparison to the female students some of the boys thought that Miriam should 

conform to the school’s regulations. For Alex the dress code was part of the school’s 

policy and rules so he thought Miriam should comply:

Alex: The principal will have to give the rules

Runscape disagreed when I suggested that the whole school should 
change the dress code for Physical Education classes and allow 
everyone to wear tracksuits so Miriam could not feel alienated:

107 Essentially, it can be argued that these ‘women are learning to be oppositional with their bodies, 
minds and spirits in the face of race and gender’ (Yosso, 2005:81).
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Runscape: No I don’t think [the school should change its dress 
code ] because it’s probably like [just ] a few people in that school 
- [who need different sports clothes hence] it shouldn’t be the 
whole school have to wear the tracksuits

And quite mischievously Ben suggested that instead of being a prude, Miriam should 

take a change of clothes and dress like the rest of her class so as to fit in and 

conform.

Ben: [It is a] Difficult situation ... well her parents obviously aren’t 
very liberal Moslems. Depends what would happen if she chose 
and wore the T shirt and shorts and how her Mum and Dad would 
[react] ; ... I suppose she could pack shorts and tee shirt in a 
separate bag and [not tell her parents] But then again you have to 
consider consequences if she was to be found out.

The male students’ attitudes toward Miriam’s dilemma were very traditional and 

constricted in focus; they advocated that she should adapt to the official and/or 

expected standards and beliefs of her school’s PE dress policy. Thus it could be 

argued that the male students mainly acted out a form of conformist resistance. Thus, 

it could be argued that the male students mainly acted out a form of conformist 

resistance. According to Critical Race scholars: ‘conformist resistance refers to the 

oppositional behaviour of students who are motivated by a need for social justice yet 

hold no critique of the systems of oppression’ (Solorzano and Bemal, 2001: 318). 

Within this model students employ a liberal sense of justice through their position 

within the educational system. In other words they recognize the injustices inherent 

in their school but choose to conform to the school norms rather than stand out and 

actively resist. Although no ‘active’ element is played out this is still regarded as a 

form of resistance due to the motivation of social justice based on Giroux’s (1983) 

criteria (Solorzano and Bemal, 2001).

Besides resisting the White dominance and structure, of their mainly White schools 

and peers, the girls seemed to hold a powerful sense of who they were than the boys
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and accepted the mantle of difference thrust upon them by their White peers, as 

Rachel indicates:'08

You have to make friends with people who don’t look like you 
otherwise you’ll never make friends... You have to live your life 
and how you are...At the end of the day I’m still Black and these 
boys [bullies] are not ever going to change me at all (emphasis 
added)

Sophia indicated it was difficult in the beginning being the only Muslim girl in her 

class and wearing a hijab in her school. However, over time she gained the 

confidence and ability to be herself and not conceal her personal identity:

I think I’m more independent [now] and stand up for myself but 
before you know it was hard ... but I think it’s something, 
something you have to go through I guess and get used to... cause 
you have to live your life and how you are [pause] you have to let 
that shine through you [pause] people have to know, well it’s quite 
hard to hide anyway cause I can 7 go round hiding that [Islamic 
identity] no way (emphasis added)

Thus, we witness Sophia drawing on resistant capital to respond to her 

nonconformity and marginalization in being a Muslim in a predominantly Christian 

school (See the beginning of this chapter for a working definition of resistant 

capital), therefore, proving Zinc’s (2000) argument that, Muslim resistance can be 

employed as a counter hegemonic challenge to both religious and cultural 

discrimination and not merely be seen as a mechanism rejecting capitalism and social 

class disparity.

Most of the female respondents interviewed behaved in a similar way to the 

respondents in Nicolas et aids 2008 study examining a strengths based model 

amongst black young people; in that they possessed the ability to analyse ‘situations 

for race-related power imbalances and to negotiate the related challenges or barriers

108This depicts a model of resiliency from Rachel and Sophia (in this section) which indicates 
positive functioning responses to negative (negative peer attitudes) environmental forces (Nicolas et 
at, 2008)
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from a position of pride in oneself, self-esteem and affirmative self-agency’ (Nicolas 

et al, 2008:265). Critical race scholar Yosso (2005) attributes this resiliency and 

resistance to mothers who consciously raise ‘their daughters to assert themselves as 

intelligent, beautiful, and strong and worthy of respect, to resist the societal messages 

devaluing Blackness and belittling Black women’ (Ward, 1996cited in Yosso, 

2005:81). The positive influence of mothers, particularly on young women but also 

on some young men was evident in this study was also evident:

Rachel: [M]y Mum always told me [to] tell someone or stand up 
for yourself [myself] [my mum said] if you don’t stand up for 
yourself they’ll come for you. They’ll still come and attack you 
just stand up for yourself and be strong and only God will be with 
you. I just took what my Mum told me and made friends around me 
and then I stood up for myself.109

This example indicates the positive influence of Rachel’s’ mother in instilling a 

sense of pride and self-worth and is representative of the influences of the mothers of 

other young women in my study. Therefore, as several researchers such as 

Constantine and Blackmon (2002: 324) have noted the importance of family 

socialization: ‘racial socialisation messages may help protect Black adolescents 

against some of the harmful effects of a discriminatory environment’ (see also 

Nicolas et al, 2008). This input by parents can have a profound effect on the 

strategies and negotiations of their children as they acquire resistance capital (an 

understanding and ability to confront discrimination within their mainly White 

schooling environments). As McHale et al, 2006 states: cited in Townsend and 

Lanphier, 2007: 279-280).

[T]the ability of ... parents to fortify their children against these 
societal risks through messages of cultural pride, group knowledge

109 According to Constantine and Blackmon (2002:324): ‘Black racial socialisation refers to 
messages and strategies used by Black parents to prepare their children for potential experiences with 
racism and prejudice’ (akin to Tara Yosso’s resistant capital).
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and acceptance makes racial socialisation a central dynamic in ... 
families

Rachel’s quote above also confirms empirical research conducted by CRT 

confirming the significant role of family socialization (Yosso, 2005; Constantine and 

Blackmon, 2002). However, Rachel was not the only student to mention her mother’s 

role in building self esteem and addressing racist harassment as Timothy said,:

(Interviewer) And what do you do in those circumstances [ racist 
incidents]?
Timothy: Well ... emmm ... most the time I would try and confront 
the person if I was with a friend or something 
(Interviewer) Yes of course
Timothy: But if I wasn’t with friends I would tell my Mum what 
happened if she knew I was called a racist thing today.

This approach by Timothy was similar to Rachel’s in that they both looked to their 

mothers for guidance and support when confronted with racist harassment in schools. 

While the positive influence of mothers was generally evidenced at mother/daughter 

level it was not entirely absent from the narratives of the young men, as evident with 

Timothy. These young students suggested their parents were either consciously 

instructing them to negotiate and exercise agency through conduct that defied their 

present circumstances or were there as concerned and supportive parent.

This section has revealed the positive resistance positions minority ethnic students 

held. On the whole, these self-confident positions were maintained and related to me 

by the female students. One explanation could be that due to the mother and daughter 

bond discussed in Yosso’s work (2005), although as this research has indicated this 

was not exclusive to females.110 This section has also shown the importance of 

mother/daughter bonds in promoting self-assured resistance and engendering 

stronger feelings of self-worth (this was evident in this study supporting the findings 

of others such as Yosso, 2005). However, this is not to suggest that gendered

110 The findings are also consistent with other research in the area that suggests most of girls have 
more leeway in their identity choices (See Weekes, 2004, Lopez, 2002).
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relationships and identities can be essentialized and dichotomised as to do so would 

be to oversimplify the situation as the example of Timothy clearly illustrated.

This strategy can also be viewed as a form of resistance - a new form of resistance 

entitled self-assured resistance, which illustrates the positive sense of identity held 

by the female students. This form of resistance indicates that despite the negative and 

damaging effects of racist discourse, harassment, the negative societal messages and 

endorsement of stereotypes the students were generally quite comfortable with their 

multiple and multi-faceted identities. Resistance for the students included incidents 

of conflict with Whiteness as exhibited in the interaction of race and gender though 

the routine discourses espoused through a White standard.

Gendered Resistance - Male Perspectives

It is important to note when presenting the gendered forms of resistance the 

differences highlighted in this were not absolute and static but occurred more often 

amongst one of the genders than the other. In section two of this chapter I discussed 

the different ways the female students discussed, negotiated and resisted their ethnic 

and cultural backgrounds within a mainly White schooling context. This section 

turns to male forms of resistance.

According to contemporary resistance scholars , resistance has evolved and 

refocused from a fixed meaning associated with social class and methods of 

resistance, to a concept that has multiple aspects and can be positioned within the 

junctures of numerous social identities such as gender (Joseph, 2006 see also Zine, 

2000, 2006). This reworked notion of resistance helps researchers as Cynthia Joseph 

notes: ‘to unpack how students negotiate their identities and the dominant discourses 

in which they are formed’ (2006:37). As a result of racialization and to cope with the 

tensions related to their day-to-day experiences the minority ethnic males employed 

resistance strategies to decipher the subtleties of Whiteness (for example a 

normalised sense of White maleness; at times a sense of hyper visibility ).
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One such strategy for Boys of Belfast b was to use humour when approached by 

another male about his background:

Even last week someone in PE from a different school kept Are 
you from Egypt I looked and I saw a fellow classmate (SIGH) and 
people started laughing at him ....not me .. .(own emphasis)

Boys of Belfast’s counter-story demonstrates that while minority ethnic children and 

young people might exist amicably with their peers (at times) they are nevertheless, 

compelled to behave in a tactical manner in order to negotiate their world where 

Whiteness prevails and is consequently normalised.

Racialization, in this instance, was a negotiable difference through the strategy of 

parody. Minority ethnic boys such as Boys of Belfast frequently addressed these 

difficulties and anxieties from a position grounded in the unique situation of their 

racialized selves (see for example Rumbaut, 1996; Ghuman, 1999). Another possible 

explanation why this strategy was evident only with the boys could be a greater 

tendency for boys to engage in more “banter” or “piss-taking” thus resorting to 

humour as a result.

Furthermore, the boys commented on the additional barriers such as racialization that 

marked them off from their White peers, such as their religion (being Jewish) or their 

physical traits (skin colour):

Bob: Especially when you’re different that’s where the 
misunderstanding will come

Ben: Well they seemed they see him as a foreigner so they see they 
can push the line a little bit further with him

Responses such as these make it evident that the distinctiveness of ‘minority status’ 

is highlighted through practices of Whiteness. Being constantly situated by ‘racial 

discourse’ and having an expectancy to perform certain roles contributes to the 

students argument that they encountered a process of differentiation. The 

development of racialization is not just itself an application of power but becomes
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much more complex and subtle in that students in the margins can and do participate 

in various acts of resistances. As hooks has stated:

In the margins of society we hold on to the belief that the margin 
can be more than a site of deprivation ... it is also the site of radical 
possibility, a space of resistance (hooks, 1990:149 cited in 
Solorzano and Yosso, 2002:37)

Friendship as a Secure Base

One intentional coping strategy employed by some of the male respondents was 

securing friendships within their schooling environment. This approach was 

articulated by Steven, the youngest of the male respondents:111

He [Raj, boy in the vignette] has to make friends - for safety, his 
friends will protect him.

Steven must have been aware that within his social world at school there is ‘safety in 

numbers’ so decided that friends primarily provided security. This resonates with 

Mynard and Joseph’s (2000) findings that those who were victims of bullying in 

schools tended to be introverted; they were natural loners and were picked off as 

victims as they lacked a network of supportive friends.

The reasons the males students’ responses were different to the female students can 

be explained through the dynamics of masculinity and schooling. Research has 

argued that while both minority ethnic boys and girls are negatively affected by the 

racialization processes they face when at school, boys face more chronic forms of 

psychological trauma and severe, often physical, bullying (Polite, 1993; Garabaldi, 

1992; Watson and Smitherman, 1999). While not suggesting a simple reliance on 

binary categorisations, discourses and processes of difference, as evidenced in this 

study and others, may reinforce or encourage more essentialist gendered behaviours. 

With particular relevance to masculinities while these may be differentiated between 

dominant and subordinated forms it is suggested that in the Northern Ireland

111 According to Beneson (1990) and others: ‘boys appear to be concerned with individual turf 
protection, peer group status, and dominance, even in close friendships (Beneson, 1990; Maccoby, 
1990 cited in Phillipsen, 1999:442).
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hegemonic masculinity is the norm (Harland et al, 2005, Schauer, 2004). Connell 

reminds us that hegemonic masculinity is ‘the cultural dynamic by which a group 

claims and sustains a leading position in social life’ (2005:77 cited in Dellinger, 

2004:547). Thus, a hegemonic position is constructed in relation to difference and as 

such minority ethnic males could be seen as a threat to the norms of hegemonic 

masculinity in which ‘Whiteness’ is a central element of the power dynamic, leading 

to them being marginalised and racialized. Moreover, given that this claim to and 

maintenance of hegemonic masculinity can, at times, be exercised through violence 

school relationships and encounters require more careful negotiation. Arguably, 

therefore, the relatively conservative and conformist responses of the minority ethnic 

male in this study reflect these concerns and dynamics.

In my earlier arguments I highlighted the prevalence of the mother/daughter bonds 

which promoted greater self worth which meant that the girls did not feel under as 

much pressure to conform. However, in the case of the boys, due to the male peer 

culture of physical and verbal abuse and ‘banter’, they felt the need to join into make 

themselves less noticeable, less different.

Another distinctive approach for the male students alongside securing friends was to 

integrate into the school’s community:

He [Raj boy in the vignette] never tried to mix with others - that’s 
the mistake - I did that when I first came here ... not mixing with 
other people. That’s completely wrong. Other people would think 
that they [boys from different racial and ethnic backgrounds] don’t 
want [to get] involved and that’s it and that’s when [the bullies] 
come.

This would seem plausible due to the small numbers of young minority ethnic people 

in the predominantly White schools; most young people have no way of forming 

friendships based purely on their ethnicity, due to the very low numbers of minority 

ethnic groups in the region (less than 15%). Besides the males viewing this as a 

necessary approach in maintaining their safety, this strategy could also mean that the 

boys were asserting their entitlement to participate in the everyday social interactions 

of the school. Hence, for the male respondents, resistance came in the form of
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circulating and intermingling with their peers and for the young women, resistance 

was demonstrated by being, in most cases, assertive.

Postmodern theories have been useful in thinking about the way power has clustered 

around certain categories and is exercised against others (cited in Crenshaw, 

1991:23). Furthermore, multiple identities as discussed in the previous chapter are 

tied into the complexities of the social structure as well as personal subjectivity. 

Hence, particular combinations of identities can be more influential in terms of 

negotiation and salience than others. One interesting theme that occurred with two of 

the male students (only) was their involvement in bullying other students:

Bob: Thing is I started hanging out with those bullies you know to 
mix up [to integrate] I did all the kinds of things not me personally 
I didn’t do that (own emphasis)

Although Boys of Belfast contradicted himself in his sentence I do not feel he was 

being very forthright with his position as a bystander in the group of bullies. In a 

separate part of our interview he related a story to me where he verbally berated 

another boy for racially abusing him; this was evident by his cheerfulness and 

animated body language when relating the incident back to me:

Mostly [they] call me Paki [although] I’m Indian [it] slips out of 
the woodwork, you know. Every time I’ve done something wrong 
they call me Paki or something like that they would regret later on. 
(Laughter by respondent) Not physically. (Laughter by respondent) 
[He goes on]:
I just nearly did slap one, he said Paki. I smiled at him when he was 
coming down the corridor, he was looking at me, he was just 
checking me going down the corridor on duty [BOB was an 
assistant prefect], you know. He was calling me [Paki] and just 
jumped in front of me and I said, you know what you’ve done, I 
could suspend you, [and] it will not even take 2 minutes to suspend 
you. He said, I’m sorry, I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean. Then I 
said, you’re lucky, next time you will be completely finished

As illustrated before, Boys of Belfast was motivated by a sense of social justice in 

terms of his involvement with anti-racist projects. Nevertheless; he did mention 

being bullied at school for his racial and cultural background and, perhaps, in being
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actively part of the bullies’ clique he might have avoided getting picked on. In 

recognising the complex ways minority ethnic identities negotiate mainly White 

structures, we cannot assume they will reproduce the same identity negotiation 

within each situation. Situations do influence identity performance and individuals 

change their performance levels to sustain social survival. This idea of 

accommodation in acts of resistance distinguishes that conformism and even 

consensus no more rejects nor accepts resistant power (Matthews, 2002). Ben also 

spoke of conforming and joining in with the bullies, for Ben it was what was done 

naturally as part of a clique in school, talking about racist harassment Ben begins by 

saying boys push harder in an all male school:

Ben: Umm ... kind’ve harder at an all boys school cause umm ... 
boys tend to push a little bit more ... Yes its small snob mentality 
it’s also part of being human 
{Interviewer) Tell me about it?
Ben: Eh when someone just starts bullying on a person even if 
they are rich or poor maybe if you are the persons friend you know, 
the agitators friend you ’ll probably try to join in because that's 
what we do ... and sometimes you kind’ve get carried away you 
know that’s all part of that mentality you can’t just stop thinking as 
an individual you think as a mob ... emm you know that’s part of 
being human as well and it’s easy to get carried away ... and ... so 
... sometimes ... if ... the first agitator is you know primarily 
picking on them because of a different colour and someone starts to 
join in they might not actually be picking on them because of the 
colour but more ah he’s kinda being dragged away by mob 
mentality....

Both Boys of Belfast and Ben’s behaviour can be read as highly strategic and not 

random or without purpose. Their somewhat relatively powerless positions with 

respect to the dominant culture (White Euro-centric) were partly due to the 

challenges of constructing a racialized form of masculinity in a predominately White 

and at times machismo environment. This complex position they found themselves in 

seemed to be a difficult negotiation. Their negotiations, despite the clarity of their 

racialization experiences, illustrated how ethnic and religious boundaries were 

constantly negotiated and contested. This is just one example of how the students 

themselves emphasized, resisted and defended numerous positions of themselves 

contained within specific boundaries
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This last section of the chapter has attempted to demonstrate that the minority ethnic 

students generally maintained a conformist form of resistance, a form of resistance 

for survival that involved them in the main conforming to the formal school rules and 

informal socialization norms too. Nevertheless it is not my intention to present the 

males as victims but rather to illustrate that they knew how to negotiate and 

manoeuvre themselves in the great White cultural landscape they found themselves 

in. This was achieved through various ways for example, through parody or 

acknowledging security and friendship as vital for survival or joining in with the 

bullies.

Conclusion

This chapter began by indicating how the concept of resilience was a passive term 

and did not effectively explain the ways in which students negotiated their schooling 

environments. A more dynamic term, resistance, was used to understand the ways in 

which the minority ethnic students rationalised inter-personal relationships between 

their peers within school and the institutional practices of the schools. Resistance was 

used instead to depict the complex and multi-layered acts by the minority ethnic 

students for two main reasons; firstly, to identify the nuanced experiences of the 

respondents through some of the hidden and blatant forms of rejection they faced 

and, secondly, for devising theoretical justifications to explain in what ways the 

students resisted various positions from distressing situations, Euro-centric 

ideologies and structural disadvantage.

This chapter contributes to the wider literature in two ways. Firstly, in the field of 

resistance studies, this chapter has moved the model of resistance from an analysis of 

resistance that depicts students in a negative sense, by concentrating exclusively on 

unconcealed and damaging types of resistance, to forms of resistance that can be 

constructive and positive and which are shifting and complex. This was achieved by 

the counter-stories above that offer a better understanding of resistance from the 

cumulative effects of countless small acts to the larger more organized acts of 

resistance. The second contribution is the more general focus on the different forms
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of resistance of minority ethnic students in a mainly White environment. No research 

to date has examined the schooling experiences of minority ethnic students by using 

resistance as an analytical tool in the context of mainly White schools.
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Chapter Eight 

Summary and Conclusions

The peace process has allowed us to snap out of the trance of the 
two traditions, that mutual obsession of nationalists and unionists, 
the hypnotic focus of a cobra and a mongoose about to attack each 
other. As the shouts and din of ancient quarrel begin to subside, we 
hear other voices. In Ireland today there are atheists, Jews, Sikhs, 
Buddhists, socialists, Chinese, Travellers, Blacks, Moslems, gays, 
asylum seekers, feminists, and others, all of whom locate 
themselves outside the two traditions ... (Logue, 2000: xviii cited 
in Connolly and Khaoury, 2007: 192)

Introduction

This thesis has examined the schooling experiences of ethnic minority students in 

mainly White schools in Northern Ireland, in the specific context of a society divided 

along sectarian lines. This concluding chapter opens with a review of the thesis 

demonstrating how the over-arching arguments that underpin it were constructed and 

developed. This is followed by a discussion of the theoretical and methodological 

frameworks; in particular, the rationale for utilising them and their efficacy in 

addressing the research aims. Subsequently, the substantive findings of the study are 

presented and the contribution of these and the study in general to existing debates 

and literature in the field are considered. As with any research there are also 

limitations, these are acknowledged and discussed and potential areas for future 

research highlighted.
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Overview of the Thesis

Focus

The purpose of this study has been to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

minority ethnic students in mainly White schools. In particular, the study draws 

attention to the complex issues they face and their counter-narratives which may be 

absent, marginalised or stereotyped in much of the existing literature. Moreover, the 

setting of study in Northern Ireland where only 2-4% of students are minority ethnic 

in any one given school provides a particularly original and insightful perspective.

Having identified a general topic of research, namely racism and education in 

Northern Ireland, a review of the existing literature identified five issues that needed 

to be addressed and, thus, provided the focus and direction for this thesis. By in 

large, as Chapters One and Two demonstrate examinations investigating minority 

ethnic students have focused on multi-ethnic schools in metropolitan areas. Perhaps 

reflecting the relatively recent growth in immigration to Northern Ireland and, thus, 

the decidedly ‘White’ make up of schools, similar literature in Northern Ireland is 

scant; indeed there remains a dearth of sociological literature on this particular area.

The first major issue located was the need for an examination of the nature and 

dynamics of racialized identities between majority ethnic students and minority 

ethnic students living and attending school in mainly White areas. Secondly, and as 

very little research has been conducted within the Northern Ireland (as a society 

marked by sectarian conflict) there was an original gap in the literature that if filled 

could inform our understanding of how minority ethnic students negotiate their 

experiences and identities within the context of particular majority ethnic 

subcultures. Thirdly, the concept of resistance emerged as a coherent notion that 

added new understanding to the way we think about young people’s negotiations in 

school, thereby, providing a more nuanced and complex mode of understanding the 

varied experiences and challenges the students faced. Fourthly, a literature search on 

identity, particularly and through CRT, illustrated that in order to grasp how racial 

identities are negotiated an intersectional approach needed to be adopted. Finally,
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when reviewing the literature in the U.K. there seemed to be very little CRT work 

that was applied to the field of education more generally. Only a few scholars were 

writing about CRT as a viable theoretical framework, and, therefore, it seemed 

appropriate to address this issue by employing it in this study and using it in the field 

of racism and racialization.

Given the above issues identified, the aims of the present study have been:

1. To enhance our awareness of the experiences and perceptions of minority 

ethnic students who attend mainly White schools, thereby providing a greater 

understanding of the diverse experiences and challenges they face in 

reference to the notion of resistance.

2. To add to an understanding of how racial identities are negotiated in relation 

to the intersection of multiple identities, such as gender, through an 

intersectional analysis.

3. To examine the nature and dynamics of racialized identity between majority 

ethnic students and minority ethnic students living and attending school in 

mainly White areas.

4. To develop an understanding of how minority ethnic students negotiate their 

experiences and identities within the context of particular majority ethnic 

subcultures.

5. To contribute to our understandings of racialization in a mainly White area 

using the theoretical lens of Critical Race Theory.
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Theoretical Framework

To achieve the aims stated above a theoretical focus was required that would present 

a consistent and complex series of insightful notions and conceptual tools, address 

the complexities of racisms and acknowledge the multifaceted constantly changing 

nature of racism and its over-lapping forms. The approach to race in this study 

recognises the dynamic constitution of the meaning of race by means of social 

discourse and via the subjectivities of individuals (Brah, 1996 and Hall, 1996) and 

the complexity of racialization particularly that: ‘social discourses are enmeshed in 

lived experience and institutional and social power relations that have emotional, 

material and embodied consequences for individuals and groups’ (Gunaratnam, 

2003: 7). For these reasons a conceptual lens that could examine and map out the 

specific contextual meanings and emergent properties of race, break down the binary 

of Black and White and present identities as multi-faceted, complex and 

contradictory was required. CRT provided this framework and in developing 

arguments about the value of understanding the complexity of race offered analytical 

opportunities to interrogate current understandings and research practices concerning 

racialization.

In relation to this study CRT has four particular strengths. Firstly, it offers a modem 

view of the processes and structures of race and racisms that interrupts the racialized 

essentialized stereotype. Secondly, CRT supports the social construction argument 

and therefore illustrates how people are racialized in specific contexts at specific 

times. Thirdly, besides trying to highlight inequality based on racialization it also 

adopts an intersectional approach and highlights other forms of discrimination, for 

example, gender discrimination, immigration status or religious discrimination. 

Fourthly, CRT acknowledges the dominance of Whiteness within society as a 

socially constructed identity and draws attention to how it operates within certain 

groups in society. As mentioned throughout this thesis and confirmed in the 

empirical chapters Whiteness has a powerful influence on structure and agency i.e. 

people are judged/marked by its values but also, crucially, by its normalised and 

taken-for-granted position.
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Whiteness, in the context of Northern Ireland, is manifest through two majority 

ethnic identities, both grounded in ethno-religious/nationalism discourses., In the 

context of Northern Ireland, Whiteness is more nuanced and complex as there is no 

one majority White population around which discourses on Whiteness can be 

constructed. Rather the population is divided politically and ethnically between two 

over-arching traditions - unionists and nationalists. Moreover, rather than the 

majority White population being characterised by a largely unstated and elusive 

ethnic identity, the conflict in Northern Ireland has produced at least two strong, 

explicit and opposing notions of Whiteness. As with all other forms of Whiteness, 

however, the power of these particular forms of Whiteness lies in their ability to be 

permeated by race without ever needing to acknowledge it.

Methodological Approach

Consistent with the above theoretical approach, scholars in CRT utilise and promote 

certain methodologies in their work, as reflected in this study. One of these 

methodologies comprises the application of counter-stories created by marginalised 

groups. These stories serve to centre the experiences of minority ethnic people. This 

method allows for the complex experiences of the minority ethnic students that are 

commonly ignored by the dominant groups (i.e. the White majority) to gain visibility 

and understanding. In some instances they are known as counter-stories, precisely 

because they run counter to and/or challenge the dominant discourses.

According to CR scholars, A Critical Race methodology in education also

acknowledges the inter-centricity of racialization-oppression/subordination (Solrzano

and Yosso, 2002: 26). In other words the methodology recognizes the levels of

marginalization founded on gender, religion and race. This particular approach

allowed for an intersectional perspective to be adopted within the study, providing a

more nuanced and complex picture of the students’ experiences in Northern Ireland.

Furthermore, as mentioned in Chapter Four a critical race methodology that

concentrates on the schooling experiences of marginalised students, calls into

question the premise of unbiased research (usually told through ‘majoritarian

stories’) (Solorzano and Yosso, 2009; Hylton, 2005). For the researchers that do

employ CRT the move away from a ‘traditional focus’ is a move toward hearing the
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marginalised voice through narrative (or counter-story) and a shift away from a 

Eurocentric perspective that amplifies dominance and advantage.

Hence, the use of counter-storytelling offers an alternative to the dominate narrative 

and allows the minority ethnic student to reveal on his/hers lived experience. 

Moreover it highlights the cultural pathology contained within some of the traditional 

paradigms that homogenise minority ethnic people and replaces them with a model 

that concentrates on the multi-layered aspects of identity such as race, gender and 

religion through the aid of intersectionality. Through this lens minority ethnic 

experiences take on different standpoints. Exploring minority ethnic student 

experiences, perceptions and reactions, provides a deeper understanding of how these 

students might be marginalised and racialized but, at the same time, also have agency 

in resisting their social conditions in a variety of ways. Thus, the use of the counter

story narrative provided a deeper appreciation of how marginalised students 

experienced and understood their own positions in Northern Ireland. The 

methodology also served as a tool for exposing and critiquing the normalised 

discourse that perpetuated racial stereotypes or verbal harassment toward the 

students.

The study used Northern Ireland as a case study and was qualitative and multi

method in design. As outlined in detail in Chapter 4, focus group interviews were 

conducted in the first phase of the research to gain a sense of what the relevant issues 

for the minority ethnic students were. Thereafter, to ensure that the main research 

instrument as a whole functioned well eight pilot interviews were conducted. Finally, 

in-depth semi-structured interviews supplemented by vignettes were used as the main 

method of data collection.

Overview of Findings

The findings of the study were organised into three chapters: Chapter Five examined 

racisms and dealt with the students’ experiences of racism and their understandings 

of the motives behind racist harassment. Chapter Six provided insights into the ways 

young minority ethnic students constructed their multiple identities against a mainly 

White background. Finally, Chapter Seven focused on the various forms of
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resistances, overt and covert, multi-layered and complex, undertaken by the students 

which shed light on how they made sense of the relationships between themselves 

and the secondary schools they attended. The following section looks at each one in 

turn.

In Chapter Five the key focus was to examine the role racism played within the lives 

of the minority ethic students. I sought to show how racism as a notion is complex, 

multiple and fast-changing. Four main findings emerged: Firstly, racisms as 

experienced by the minority ethnic students were not solely related to direct 

harassment or racist bullying, but were multi-layered and complex. Furthermore, the 

more prevalent manifestations of racisms directed to the students were produced 

through subtle judgements about Otherness. My findings are in line with the work of 

Gamer (2010) and others who have maintained that racism is not a core fixed 

concept to the degree it may be more appropriate to talk of racisms (Hall, 1996; 

Solomos, 1994; Goldberg, 1988). As Gillbom (2006:9) asserts: ‘It is vital to note the 

term racism is used not only in relation to crude obvious acts of racial hatred but also 

in relation to the more subtle and hidden operations of power that have the effect of 

disadvantaging one or more minority ethnic groups’. Furthermore, the fact that 

racism was linked to cultural, religious (and at times national) differences resonates 

with the literature that argues there is no typical type of racism and we should avoid 

or interrogate uniform accounts. This shift is important, as the move reflects the 

multiple layered nature of discourse that sought to differentiate the students. For 

example, in Northern Ireland friendly banter forms part of the White schooling 

culture, however these seemingly ‘innocent exchanges’ emerged as particularly 

pernicious while simultaneously being normalised.

Secondly, the findings show that racisms faced by the minority ethnic students were 

experienced through their subjective perceptions. For example, one of the students, 

Rachel, described scathing racist abuse directed at her, and told me how the insults 

upset and intimidated her. Whereas, Ben and Emily explained the racist taunts as 

part and parcel of schooling life and did not seem to consider racist bullying a major 

concern. The project of racialization, therefore, involved students negotiating;
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internalising; resisting and subverting displays of racism; there was not a single 

response mechanism.

Thirdly, racism was, to many of the participants, viewed as inevitable and routine, a 

finding that resonates with much of the literature by Critical Race scholars on how 

racism is a normal part of life for minority ethnic people. Moreover, according to 

some students, such as Steven, to be afforded the label of difference meant you were 

more than likely to be picked on. Within Critical Race Theory, this would be termed 

as the reification of Whiteness, where acts such as prejudice, exclusion and labelling 

become more subtle and ominous yet still occur (Lopez, 2003). Moreover, this 

finding verifies that this type of Whiteness verifies it is not monolithic but an 

ongoing process imbued with power. Against this broader context, Chapter Six 

explored the functioning of interlaced identities specifically, gender, race and 

religion. The chapter’s aim was to examine how various social identities combined 

and intersected within a mainly White schooling context. I argued that it was 

necessary to apply an intersectional approach when examining the schooling 

experiences of the minority ethnic students to gain a more holistic and dynamic 

picture of how they negotiated their way through their daily lives at schools shaped 

by their gender and race or race and religion. In other words identity in this case did 

not develop in accordance with essentialist thinking that attempted to reduce 

individuals to a single identifier. In applying the tenets of CRT to an illustration of 

multiple identities, I proposed to present both the fluid nature of identity and the 

lived experience of racialization and negotiation as described by the students.

Three main findings emerged. Firstly, an overwhelming sense of Whiteness 

explained through the narratives of the students was evident through such notions as 

a Christian cultural norm or simply the physical characteristics of some of the 

students. For example, Sophia found it strange that her school did not teach any other 

religions beside Christianity and thought it would be a good idea if her integrated 

school and others in Northern Ireland reflected a more diverse Religious Education 

curriculum. Moreover, as a consequence of living and going to school in a mainly 

White area the minority ethnic students were ‘caught in the middle’ of two dominant
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White communities and some students developed a sense of separateness and 

alienation. These findings challenge traditional dominant ideologies around 

objectivity and liberalism. In accordance with CRT the findings have shown that 

occasionally, by adopting a liberal stance toward identity, issues such as objectivity, 

colour-blindness, neutrality and meritocracy are adopted. This was evident for 

example through the role of the schools towards Sophia and her decision to wear a 

hijab. Additionally, some of the respondents such as Chedza and Ben drew on issues 

of conformity and meritocracy within their stories too.

Secondly, the Chapter found that when it came to expressing their racial, cultural or 

religious identity the male students were more likely to conform and tried not to 

draw attention to themselves. These findings confirm the literature that states that 

the mere presence of minority ethnic men or other social factors such as race and 

religion denies them agency (Connell, 1995; Alexander, 2000). Connell suggests the 

‘masculinity that occupies the hegemonic position on a given pattern of gender 

relations is always contested’ (1995:76 cited in Hoven and Horschelmann, 2005:48). 

However, in contrast the minority ethnic males tended to be subordinated or 

marginalised against a White hegemonic sense of masculinity. Consequently, 

powerful pressures to conform and conceal difference characterised much of the 

males’ school cultures; as was evident in Raj’s quote when asked to identify if he 

was a Protestant Hindu or a Catholic Hindu. Whilst they were forming their identities 

as adolescents, they tended to find it easier to be accepted if they adopted the 

practices of their White Euro-centric peers and avoided differentiation as far as 

possible. This marginalised position in many respects is an undesirable position for 

the male students as Gilbert and Gilbert note (1998:165) ‘[bjeing from a Black 

background is an unenviable position for boys - who must come to terms with 

dominant practices of [White] heterosexual masculinity’. The male students told me

112 Some research into masculinity and ethnicity highlights that ‘ethnic’ males can have easier access 
to agency and opportunity if they conform to the norm of the majority (Martin, 1991) (please note I 
disagree with the term ‘ethnic’ men and concur with the body of literature that states all men and 
women have an ethnicity).
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that they simply had to look, and be, slightly different from the norm to be positioned 

as inferior. Thus, in order to avoid or mitigate stigmatisation in the informal pupil 

culture, the aim of the boys was to be the same as the others ‘as far as possible’. This 

provided a certain protection from teasing and, perhaps, even subordination.

Finally, through a serious of case studies with Muslim students this chapter 

highlighted the importance of incorporating perspectives of fluidity, performativity 

and the salience of identities when intersected with two or more social categories. 

Therefore, religious identity, for some Muslim students tended to take on a third 

dimension when they navigated their racial and gender identities. Runscape’s 

personal account of negotiating his Muslim identity was one example of this. 

Runscape explained to me that he did not vocalise his religious identity in school and 

he ‘got on’ like all the other boys. These discourses from the Muslim students 

contribute to the theoretical debate regarding the mobilization of religion which is 

often viewed as vague, conflicting and intersected with other social differences and 

contexts (see for example Ramji’s work, 2007). Furthermore, the findings clearly 

posit that religion and culture are frequently connected in the lives of the students 

and similarly also manifested in the structures and practices of the schools the 

students attended.

Chapter Seven, focused on various acts of resistance which as scholars have pointed 

out have been disregarded and understudied in academia, especially in the field of 

education (Solorzano and Bernal, 2001; Yosso, 2005, Zine, 2008) Furthermore, there 

is little evidence of how minority ethnic students in mainly White areas function 

effectively regardless of their environments. The chapter stated the concept of 

resistance is commonly understood within the literature as a narrow interpretation of 

students’ self-defeating behaviours - a passive form of engagement. This means, 

most of the academic work on resistance concentrates on the negative hostile 

behaviour that reinforces the students’ positions of marginalisation and Othering. 

My aim was to show how oppositional behaviour may be an impetus to provide more 

positive outcomes in relation to social justice issues such as anti-racism or personal 

negotiations within sometimes hostile environments. In accordance with CRT, I have 

contributed to the school resistance literature to further enhance a framework that

210



examines various facets of identity, namely, race, gender and religion and how they 

intersect, alongside investigating and describing student resistance in a mainly White 

context.

Overall the Chapter established three main findings. Firstly, female students were 

more likely to speak favourably about their identities and to resist the Euro-centric, 

racist practices they face from their peers and within their school environments. 

Secondly, the research further reveals how cultures form and reform in context; how 

culture must be studied in relation to context and the dynamic interactions between 

and gender and other forms of social power; in this case the predominate White 

environment and the post-conflict situation. From their diverse responses minority 

ethnic boys were joined by a common thread, namely their experiences of gendered 

racialization played out in terms of racial, cultural and religious difference. For these 

students, surviving in a mainly White environment seemed to be a delicate 

negotiation of racialized masculinity.

Finally, the chapter argued, despite the student’s gender, resistance capital was 

produced as a counter to the hegemonic Whiteness. An example of this is when 

Chedza confronted her RE teacher about the anti-Islamic video they had just watched 

in class. Although Chedza did not identify as a Muslim she still confronted the 

teacher about her use of the video. Chedza was actively resisting the dominant 

discourse surrounding the teaching of Islam in this case. One of the key principles of 

CRT is the everyday insidious multi-layered nature of racism and the 

intersectionality with other forms of subordination. My Critical Race interpretations 

have allowed arguments concerning racisms and Othering practices to be moved 

beyond the passive understanding of resistance and show that the students, on the 

whole, tended to provide understandings into inner and outer forms of resistances. 

Four key forms of resistance were introduced: transformative resistance which 

examined students’ sense of social justice and agency motivated by the oppression 

they encountered or believed existed; institutional resistance which examined 

students’ reactions to what they considered unfair treatment of themselves or 

irresponsible depictions of other minority groups by their schools; self-assured
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resistance adopted mainly by the female students and examined the positive assertive 

counter-stories of the students despite the hostile environments they sometimes 

endured ; and finally, conformist resistance mainly adopted by the male students in 

this study which examined the students more non-interventionist ‘putting their heads 

down’ strategies for negotiating themselves in a White sometimes antagonistic 

environment.

Before addressing the contributions of the study it is important to emphasise that I do 

not claim to represent the experiences of all minority ethnic people. The findings are, 

however, significant in so far as they provide a qualitative insight into how minority 

ethnic students can be positioned as different and brings to light some of the ways in 

which they then negotiated and resisted the ‘othering’ that occurred in a normative 

(White) setting. As I have illustrated through chapters Five, Six and Seven these 

practices are highly contingent upon complex forms of discrimination, identity and 

racialization. It is on these grounds I strongly endorse the social theories of 

subjectivity and intersectionality in advancing our understanding of the experiences 

of minority ethnic students and the juxtaposition of objectivity and subjectivity that 

lies therein.

Contributions, Limitations and Future Research

Contributions

This study makes five original contributions to the literature examining minority 

ethic students’ perspectives and experiences of schooling. Firstly, and as identified 

earlier, there has been very little research conducted in mainly White areas with 

minority ethnic students. While there have been very limited studies of minority 

ethnic students in mainly White areas (see Chapter Two), most pieces of sociological 

research examining issues that are pertinent to minority ethnic students (including 

their experiences) are sampled and conducted within multi-ethnic environments. 

Within this, the findings from Chapter Three highlighted the paucity of research on 

minority ethnic students in Northern Ireland where the literature has largely focused 

on racism and discrimination, with little focus on other areas in these young people’s
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lives. While there remains, a large gap in understandings of the experiences of this 

group, this study has begun to address this.

Secondly, this study is not only one of the first in-depth qualitative studies of the 

experiences and identities of minority ethnic students living in mainly White areas 

but also in areas characterised by deep ethnic divisions and emerging out of armed 

ethnic conflict. The findings show that notwithstanding the salience of ethno-national 

divisions, race was also an essential aspect of the social identities and lives for these 

young people in Northern Ireland. The research showed that the minority ethnic 

students were constantly being asked to take sides in terms of the opposing factions 

i.e. Catholic or Protestant. Nonetheless, at the same time the majority ethnic students 

were maintaining exclusionary practices through discrimination and harassment, a 

constant reminder to the minority ethnic students of their outsider status. What is 

more, although the label ethno-national applies to the Protestant and Catholic 

collective identities they were by and large associated with being White.

Thirdly, this thesis has attempted to provide a more nuanced understanding of 

resistance in the field of education (Crenshaw, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2005; Giroux, 

2001). . The empirical evidence presented has extended the resistance literature by 

shifting the focus away from a mechanism used to explain student’s negative and 

destructive forms of behaviour and distinguishing between various forms of 

resistance that are changeable and varied. A further contribution in the field of 

resistance has shown, through their counter-stories, the various voices of the students 

who partook in acts to assert their entitlement and recognition within their schooling 

environments, for example, Sophia and her struggle with the school authorities to 

wear her hijab. In redefining strategies of resistance, new evidence has surfaced 

indicating that places of education can be sites where identities and religious 

practices can be negotiated and asserted but also environments where damaging and 

stereotypical constructions of identity can be contested (through religion and cultural 

differences). By re-contextualising the framework of resistance the literature has not 

only provided a more complex way of understanding how resistances are executed 

and also how resistance can be a valuable navigational mechanism appreciating the 

connection between marginalised students, their peers and schools. For example, in
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her work Zine (2000) revealed the way Muslim students’ acts of resistance were 

manifested, arguing that this was fuelled by a desire to make their school 

accommodate Islam. This study has developed Zine’s work by highlighting new, 

complex forms of resistance as displayed by minority ethnic students in a mainly 

White context.

The fourth major contribution is the utilization of a contemporary framework that 

examines racialization and racism. This study employed CRT as a theoretical 

framework to examine the experiences and perceptions of minority ethnic students in 

a predominantly white society. The vast majority of CRT scholarship is based 

within the USA, nonetheless, it has begun to gain prominence in the UK, especially 

in the field of education (see Gillbom, 2005). Gillborn has been the leading figure 

writing about CRT in the UK and posits that there needs to be a framework that 

examines minority ethnic students’ experiences from their personal perspectives in 

order to gain a more dynamic representation of what these experiences are (Gillbom, 

2005). This thesis is one of the first in-depth qualitative studies of minority ethnic 

students in the UK and Ireland to explicitly adopt a CRT perspective. By doing so, it 

has enabled the analyses of different forms of racisms. Furthermore, it has enabled an 

investigation into the workings of racisms through school policy, direct and verbal 

harassment and exclusion. The thesis also contributed to a contextual analysis of the 

experiences of racialized minority ethnic students; that is evidence was produced 

illustrating how students experienced being the Other along with other types of 

discrimination within a mainly white environment.

Finally, the fifth contribution is one to Whiteness Studies (Gamer, 2006; Nayak, 

2003; Hylton, 2009 Preston, 2007). This has been provided by examining the culture 

of Whiteness within mainly White schools and by listening to the counter-stories of 

minority ethnic students who highlight their White peers’ discourses. The presence 

of Whiteness was evidenced within all the empirical chapters and illustrated how 

Whiteness culture has developed into a significant overarching part of the daily 

existence via discourse, routines and systems, resulting in a culture and identity that 

are hyper-invisible. The contribution made here adds to a growing body of Whiteness 

Studies that argue White people create their identities from what they are not
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therefore White exists in contrast to non-Whiteness, thus, race should be viewed as a 

social construction that creates markers and possess the power to include and exclude 

certain groups in society.

Limitations

Whilst the research was methodically organized, I am nonetheless conscious of its 

limits and drawbacks. The small number of minority ethnic participants in the second 

stage of the fieldwork could potentially limit the generalizability of the study. 

However, some CRT scholars claim generalizability is obtained from minority ethnic 

students whose counter-stories resonate with other minority ethnic students 

(Villapando, 2003). Within this study, that is exactly what transpired, many of the 

students’ experiences via their counter-stories were reiterated by one another. 

Moreover, the experiences were confirmed by the theoretical framework , such as the 

experiences of racism and/or the normality of Whiteness. In terms of the small 

number of participants at the second stage, the focus groups and in-depth interviews 

that made up the research sample were also used in the analysis chapters. 

Furthermore, CR scholars believe by their very nature, counter-stories are important 

as they provide context and complexity regardless of the number used. Having said 

this I have been careful throughout this study not to make general claims from the 

data presented.

In assessing the methods utilized there were, arguably, difficulties that need to be 

acknowledged. In the case of conducting the first stage of the research, the focus 

groups, I found myself at the mercy of the gate-keepers. Consequently, I either found 

that more students than I had anticipated came along or, alternatively, not enough 

students, (please see Chapter Four for a breakdown of the focus groups conducted). 

Thus, for one focus group the number of students was too big to yield in-depth 

answers and I could not get everyone to participate with every question I asked. 

Another time there were just two respondents within a focus group and both were 

friends from the same youth group, I felt this was, firstly, too small a number to 

conduct a meaningful dialogue, for the purpose of the focus group, and, secondly, 

because of the friendship I found some of the responses were similar therefore there 

was not much variation in the data produced. Finally, I fully acknowledge my
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position in this research as a Black, antiracist female researcher. In so far, I am 

conscious of my commitment to antiracism in the wider society. With this in mind, I 

have attempted to be self-reflexive while conducting the study

I would describe myself as an approachable, down-to-earth person. This friendly 

demeanor assisted me in striking a rapport with the students and in acquiring rich 

material for this study; the quality of the data is testament to this. I also acknowledge 

my position as a Black; female researcher might have made a difference either 

positively or negatively. Positive in the sense that some of the students may have 

trusted me and felt they could be completely open and honest for example when Ben 

and Raj spoke to me about the ignorance of the majority White population in regards 

to cultural knowledge, I am not a hundred percent sure they would of vocalized such 

an opinion to another researcher who was White. Similarly a negative effect might 

have been that some of the participants may possibly have been tempted to provide 

me with social desirable responses and presented themselves in a different way to 

what they normally are. For example, Boys of Belfast seemed very eager to 

negotiate a strong sense of self and agency within his school environment with 

numerous stories of how he achieved this. Nevertheless, at times, he did contradict 

himself in our interview which led me to believe he might have been trying too hard 

to please me. Consequently, this made me cautious of how I presented and 

interpreted his data and the data as a whole.

Further Research

As little academic research has been conducted into minority ethnic students’ 

insights and experiences of education in a mainly White areas there are avenues 

which future research in could explore. Some areas which warrant further research 

include consideration of future aspirations of minority ethnic young people in 

Northern Ireland. As part of the interview schedule I asked the minority ethnic 

students where they envisioned themselves in ten years’ time, two thirds of the 

students told me that they would not be residing in Northern Ireland. Hence, it was 

evident in the students’ accounts that for them, Northern Ireland was a temporary 

place to live and they did not see themselves as settled there (although most of their

216



immediate families were). Conducting further research that would examine in more 

depth how the identities developed by minority ethnic students living in mainly 

White areas informs their future aspirations and the impact this has on their sense of 

connectedness to the region and whether they intend to remain would be useful.

Another avenue would be to examine the ramifications of social class on the lives of 

minority ethnic students. Although the theory of intersectionality was employed in 

this study, due to the limitations of PhD space, social class was not integrated into 

the study or the analysis. However, for as much as the theory stresses complexity, not 

all categories need to be mentioned (Knudsen, 2006). Focusing on how social class 

and other categories are interwoven with race would provide the field with further 

complexities and, like this study, go some way in deconstructing homogenization and 

classification.

Furthermore, this study only focused on minority ethnic students and did not focus 

directly on schools. For example there was a tendency for some teachers to Other 

some of the students and make them uncomfortable, or teach and provide 

objectionable lessons when referring to certain religious communities in society. 

More research should be conducted from the viewpoint of teaching staff examining 

how staff conceptualise racialization and Whiteness. In particular the study could 

look at the routine practices within school; the forms of identity promoted; how 

ethnicity relates to constructions of the ideal pupil; attitudes and perspectives of 

teachers and how that informs their interaction with students from minority ethnic 

backgrounds.

Finally, this research has identified racist harassment as a significant issue within 

schools. That this remains a problem more than a decade after the first piece of 

research addressed it as a problem area in the lives of minority ethnic students points 

to a gap in policy by schools and education boards. Hence, further research is 

needed, that addresses the problem and can help provide more innovative ideas on 

how to tackle racist harassment and addresses the specificities of Northern Ireland. 

Furthermore, most of the research that has been conducted in the last ten years 

regarding students and racism has been conducted through a quantitative perspective
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there needs to be more qualitative research conducted with all age groups to examine 

the unique insidious nature of racism.

Conclusions
This research has clearly demonstrated how minority ethnic young people possess a 

sophisticated understanding of the interconnectedness of racialization and Whiteness 

evidenced through their discourses, their negotiations and resistances. By placing 

their perceptions and experiences at the centre of this inquiry my research has filled 

part of an identified research gap, providing much-needed information about a 

seldom studied population and yielding important data with implications across all 

fields of education. A particular strength of this research is that it provides policy 

makers, educationalists and sociologists with a better understanding of the academic 

issues and social stressors connected with being a minority ethnic student in 

Northern Ireland, and reveals how these experiences shape their identities and the 

experiences they face. Ultimately, this study sheds further light on how all schools 

can decrease the barriers minority ethnic students face in mainly White schools.
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Appendix A - Northern Ireland School System 

The Education System in Northern Ireland

The schooling system in Northern Ireland is a complex structure based on religious 

segregation and academic selection. Primarily there are two school types: controlled 

schools and voluntary schools. The controlled schools are managed by the education 

and library boards and the voluntary schools are managed by the local churches, via 

the Council for Catholic Maintained Schools (CCMS). Moreover, there are two types 

of voluntary school: voluntary maintained and voluntary grammar. The grammar 

schools in Northern Ireland continue to use the process of academic selection to 

determine their intake of pupils.

In 1989 through the Introduction of The Education Reform (Northern Ireland) Order 

of 1989 a third type of school was established - the integrated school. The ethos of 

this type of schooling is on bringing children from Protestant and Catholic 

communities into a learning environment.
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Appendix B - Minority Ethnic Educational Performance

Statistics regarding formal examination results seem to be polarised among minority 

ethnic students. Good Relations Indicators state that close to half of all minority 

ethnic students (49%) leave secondary school with 2 A Levels, compared to 45% of 

all pupils. In regards to GCSEs the figure remains high with over half (67%) leaving 

school with 5 GCSEs ranging from an A* Grade to a C grade. This figure is slightly 

higher than that for students, 64% of whom leave school with comparable GCSE 

results. Nevertheless, the percentage of pupils who leave school with no GCSE 

qualifications is higher for minority ethnic students, 8.2% compared to 4.5% of
« i -j

students as a whole.

113 Good Relations Indicators (2007), taken from Census (2001) and School Leavers’ Survey 
(2004/05), available at http://www.oftndftnni.gov.uk/goodrelationsindicators2007.pdf
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Appendix C - ‘Counting’ Ethnicity

As discussed in Chapter One Census figures should be read as a gross under

representation of the minority ethnic groups that reside in Northern Ireland. Firstly, 

they do not account for the contemporary migration trend to Northern Ireland, 

specifically the expansion of the European Union in 2004 nor other nationalities that 

have come to Northern Ireland to help fill the gaps in the workforce such as the 

Portuguese community in the food processing industry or the Filipino community 

and Indian community in the health industry.

Debates and discussions leading up to the 2011 census has taken on board the 

challenges of ensuring a more robust sample in the next count.114 Previous concerns 

related to a mistrust of the forms by some sections of the minority ethnic 

communities, language and literacy problems and a lack of engagement or interest in 

the procedure. A further problem highlighted by critics of the 2001 census was the 

categories segment. It was felt that the terms were very fixed and could be 

misleading especially as Northern Ireland was becoming more diverse at the time 

and, as such, would not adequately capture the growing diversity of the population 

Northern Ireland at the time. This dilemma of assigning categories on the census 

form) was highlighted in the NILTS (2002) research, which recommended the 

inclusion of self-ascribing open questions to allow describing their own ethnicity.115

114 NISRA (2005) ‘The Future Provision of Demographic Statistics in Northern Ireland (Towards the 
2011 Census) Consultation - Summary of Responses’ on NISRA website at: 
www.nisranew.nisra.gov.uk/census/2011 census-consultation

115 Presentation by ARK at the Incore ‘Diversity Conference’ 29.11.2005 in the Millennium Forum, 
Derry/ Londonderry.
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Cl. Survey Data on Minority Ethnic Communities in Northern Ireland

Ethnic Category 2001 Censes Irwin and Dunn mcrc

Chinese 4 4145 3 000 7 000-8 000

Mixed 3 319

Traveller 1 710 1700 1 500

Indian 1 567 1200 1 500

Other 1 290

Pakistani 666 800 700 - 1 000

Black African 494

Other Black 387

Black Caribbean 255

Bangladeshi 252 450-500

Other Asian 194

Source: Jarman, N. and Monaghan, R. (2003: 14)

Ethnic Population in NI January 07 (estimated through various sources)

• Poland 30,000-35,000 • Black African 1,000

• Chinese (including Hong Kong) 12,000- • Hungary 500

15,000

• Lithuania 5,000 • Bulgaria 500

• Slovakia 5,000 • Other Black 500

• Indian 5,000 • Malaysian 500

• Filipino 3,000 • South American 500

• Pakistani 2,500 • Bangladeshi 400

• Irish Travellers 2,000 • Black Caribbean 300

• Latvia 1,500 • Estonia 200

• Czech Republic 1,500 • Slovenia 50

• Romania 1,000 =80,950 (top)

Source: agendaNI, Partick Yu, Feb 07 (p96)
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C2. Adults and Students from Minority Ethnic Communities

Ethnicity Adults Students Total
Irish Traveller 1,040 670 1,710

Mixed 1,299 2,020 3,319

Indian 1,181 386 1,567

Pakistani 408 258 666

Bangladeshi 150 102 252

Other Asian 153 41 194

Black Caribbean 195 60 255

Black African 333 161 494

Other Black 292 95 387

Chinese 2,788 1,357 4,145
Other Ethnic Group 989 301 1,290

Total 8,828 5,451 14,279

Source: NISRA (2003)
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Appendix D - Letters of Consent 

Minority Ethnic Recruitment Letters 

Invitation to take part in research!

Hello,

My name is Romana Khaoury and I am a post-graduate research student from the 

School of Social Policy at Queen’s University, Belfast. I would like to invite you to 

participate in my study of Educational Policy in Northern Ireland's schools. I would 

appreciate any assistance you can offer me.

The schooling experiences of young people are often overlooked by researchers, so I 

am very interested in listening to your accounts of your schooling in Northern 

Ireland. This study involves talking and listening to young people who have been 

through the educational system for at least 3 years.

The study will involve you speaking with me on a one to one basis. Interviews can be 

arranged at a time and place of your choosing, and will last approximately 1 hour.

With your agreement, I would like to digitally record each interview. The recorder 

can be turned off at your request at any time. You may withdraw any information 

provided for the research and you will not be asked to provide a reason. However I 

do ask that this be done prior to December 31st 2007. Anything you say will be 

treated as confidential, and your anonymity will be protected at all times. The voice 

recordings and all other information from the study will be kept in a locked file 

cabinet which only I will have access to. The conversations will be coded to remove 

your name and will be erased after the research is finished. The interviews will be 

used as data for my doctoral thesis at university, and may also be used in research 

papers and reports I will write.
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If you have any questions, or wish to know more please contact me on xx 

xxxxxxxxxxx or e-mail me at r.khaoury@,qub.ac.uk . You will be given a copy of 

this form to keep.

Thank you very much for your time and for making this research possible!

Romana

I have thought about your invitation to take part in the study and

IDO want to take part ________________

I DO NOT want to take part _______________

Name Date
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Appendix E - Call for participants

Listening to Young People, call for participants

A study is currently been undertaken examining the schooling experiences of 

minority ethnic students in Northern Ireland. This study attempts to better understand 

the institutional barriers that are faced by this particular group of young people 

within their schooling environment. This study will seek to redress this by giving 

prominence to their voices, and providing an opportunity for them to compare 

experiences with each other and to be taken seriously.

The findings will be used to highlight the particular issues minority ethnic pupils 

raise about their schooling, which will in turn inform the understanding of schools, 

policy makers and other key stakeholders’ about the issue these young people 

routinely face. More importantly, the study will provide the groundwork for the 

development of future equality policy making in this context.

If you are a parent, young person or know of someone who is between the ages of 

12-18 and that has schooled or is currently in school in Northern Ireland, please be in 

touch.

Romana Khaoury, Researcher, School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work, 

Queens University, Belfast, BT7 INN, Tel:028 9097 5154, Mo: xxx xxxx xxxx; 

r.khaoury@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix F - Profile Form 

Minority Ethnic Students Form 

GENERAL INFORMATION

SEX:
Are you male or female?

AGE:
What age are you?

PLACE OF BIRTH
Where were you born?

ETHNICITY
How would you describe your ethnic background

RELIGON
What religion are you?

None

LANGUAGE(S)
What is your first language?

Do you fluently speak any other languages?

SCHOOL
What type of school do you attend?

(Catholic, Protestant, Integrated or other)

Girls only, boys only, mixed girls and boys 

Grammar, State or College

PARENTS’ BACKGROUND
Where was your father bom? 

Where was your mother bom?

228



HIGHEST LEVEL OF EDUCATION OBTAINED BY YOUR PARENTS
Mother
None

Primary

Secondary

College

University

Father
None

Primary

Secondary

College

University

I don’t know/ Do not want to answer I don’t know/Do not want to answer

WHAT IS (OR WAS) YOUR MOTHER’S PRINCIPAL OCUPATION?

WHAT IS (OR WAS) YOUR FATHER’S PRINICPALOCCUPATION?

ACTIVITES IN AND OUTSIDE SCHOOL

In the last year have you taken part in any of the following activities in School 
or out of School?116

Sports clubs /teams

Arts, drama, dancing or music clubs /groups

School councils

Computer clubs/groups

Environmental clubs/groups

Debating clubs/groups

Religious groups or organisations

Political clubs/groups

Human rights groups e.g. Amnesty

Scouts/Guides; Youth clubs

Other (please specify)

U6This list is compiled from: http://www.dfes.gov.uk.
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Appendix G - Profile Form Vignettes

Cultural Identity Vignette

Miriam hated PE. She felt that everyone stared at her - she even heard some of the 

girls in her class snigger behind her back about the tracksuit that her mum or dad 

would ensure was ready to go into her gym bag at the beginning of the week. When 

she told her parents that all the girls in her class wore shorts and t-shirts as did most 

of the boys, they gave her that same ‘old speech’ about being a Muslim and coming 

from different cultural backgrounds. However at least in winter, some of the girls 

would wear trackie bottoms and long-sleeve tops so she did not have to look like the 

‘odd one’ out all year round. Miriam felt she would never be able to explain why she 

as a Muslim had to cover her body and dress modestly at all times - they just 

wouldn’t understand.

Cultural Identity Vignette Questions

What do think Miriam should do about her uneasiness in dressing for PE class?

Do you think the Miriam’s school should play a role in the dress code for PE?

a) In your opinion are you encouraged to express your cultural identity in your 

school?

b) How important is it to you to express your culture in school?

c) Do you think your school helps ‘you to find out about cultures different to your 

own?’117

d) What about young people from different cultures in your school - are they taught 

about your culture? How is it done / how do you feel about that?

Question from Ross et al (2003).
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Relationships with Teachers

Mrs Walker, the English Literature teacher was very popular with previous students 

and she was known to be a softy. That morning toward the end of class Tendayi 

needed the toilet and put her hand up to ask to go. Mrs Chambers said ‘No Tendayi, 

sit and finish off your work the class is nearly over’. Usually pupils had a relaxed 

attitude around Mrs Chambers so Tendayi joked and said back ‘is it ’cause I’m black 

Miss?’. Mrs Chambers became very serious at that point and asked Tendayi to see 

her after the lesson. Later Mrs Chambers explained to Tendayi that she does not 

acknowledge children on the basis of the colour of their skin and furthermore she 

does not treat children differently because they are black she treats all her pupils the 

same.

Relationships with Teachers Vignette Questions

Should all pupils be treated the same although some might come from different 

religious and ethnic backgrounds?118

a) Have there ever been occasions when you felt a teacher has treated you differently 

from other young people or singled you out?

b) Why do you think that happened?

c) How did you feel about that?

d) What in your opinion makes a good teacher?

Questions taken from Ross et al. (2003).
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Religious Identity Vignette

Yuzhe’s parents were so happy when he got into the school of their choice he was 

excited about it too. He enjoyed most of the classes and activities at school the only 

draw back is that he had to attend the religious events. His parents came from a 

country where religion was not that important and he was never brought up with any 

religious beliefs either. That made life difficult at times, it started in primary school 

he was asked to sit at the back of the church when his classmates was practising for 

their first communion and confession. Now in secondary school there is still the 

religious stuff like Christmas or Easter events and R.E. lessons. In R.E. some of the 

boys in the back started shouting daft questions like ‘hey Yuzhe are you a Catholic 

Chinese or a Protestant Chinese’ and most of the class starts laughing. When he 

asked his parents to go to carol singing at the end of term last year they said it wasn’t 

for the family and he should not be bothered about such things as they were not 

academic. Yuzhe wished he had a religion so that he could ‘fit in’ more.

Religious Identity Vignette Questions

What do you think of Yuzhe’s story?

Have you ever felt like Yuzhe or know of someone who did?

a) In your opinion are you encouraged to express your religious identity? Do you 

think young people should be encouraged and assisted to demonstrate their religion 

within school?

b) How important is it to you to express your religion in your schooling 

environment?

c) Do you think your school ‘helps you to find out about religions different to your 

own?119

d) What about young people from different religions backgrounds are they taught 

about your religion?

Question from Ross et al. (2003).
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Racism and Bullying Vignette

Raj was angry, he always seemed angry these days. It seemed that when the bullies 

had nothing else to do they would try and ‘get him’ while he is walking to school, 

sometimes during school, and every so often when he was walking home. Some days 

it was not so bad he got used to it - the usual name calling ‘Paki’, (although he is 

actually from India and not Pakistan) told to ‘go home’, (he was bom in Northern 

Ireland, this is his home) or ‘terrorist’ (he hates terrorists like 99.9% of the world). 

Some days they throw stones at him outside school- most of the time he hides it from 

his mom and dad. Until one day he had a bruise on his face. Last week when his 

mom confronted the teachers they said they knew he was being bullied but it was not 

because he was black. It was because he was not very sociable and never tried to mix 

with the other children.

Racism and Bullying Vignette Questions

Do you think the boys who were bullying Raj were racist?

What do you think of the school’s response to Raj’s mom?

a) What does racism mean to you?120

b) Have you ever seen other young people called names or physically bullied for this 

reason?

c) What about bullying based around religious backgrounds, does this happen in 

school?

d) How do you feel about hearing and using racist language?

e) What do you think are the effects of racist bulling or name calling on the young 

people involved? Why do you think young people take part in racist name calling 

and bullying?

What do you think are the best ways for dealing with racism in school?

120 Questions taken from Ross et al. (2003).
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Peer Associations and Friendships Vignette

I have always remained good friends with my close circle of friends from primary 

and now in secondary school. I am so proud that in a small place like Northern 

Ireland I can have such a diverse group of friends from many religions and walks of 

life. It proves that it doesn’t matter what colour you are or religion you belong to it’s 

the individual that matters after all.

Peer Associations and Friendships Questions

What are your thoughts after hearing that view on friendships?

a) What do you think has made it easy/difficult for you to make new friends?121

b) In earlier research I carried out, a teacher interviewed said that:

"Increasingly, I find that pupils from the same ethnic background stick together and 

rarely associate with pupils from other backgrounds'

c) Would you agree with this?

d) Are there many young people from the same cultural, ethnic or religious 

background as you in your school?

e) How much do you mix with young people from a variety of backgrounds at 

school?

Aspirations

Can you complete these two sentences for me before we finish?

In ten years' time I would like to be doing...

In ten years’ time I would like to be living...

121 Questions taken from Ross et at. (2003).
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