Public policy response to racism. Acknowledging institutional racism

Institutional racism rules and procedures that reproduce racial inequality, e.g. housing, British immigration law, or language (coloured people are now immigrants)

In UK institutional racism was officially recognised in 1998 and defined as  “The collective failure of an organization to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because of their colour, culture or ethnic origin. It can be seen in processes, attitudes and behaviour that amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority groups. ”
  

Not all racist language and behaviour are 'unwitting', of course, they can be entirely explicit and intentional. Nor is unwittingness an excuse. If officials do not predict the discriminatory consequences of established policies and routine practices, they are failing in elementary duties of professionalism and care. Not knowing the consequences of their actions is no defence, either legally or morally - though the fact that all their colleagues think and act the same on such and such a point may be a mitigating factor when the actions of any one individual are under scrutiny. Certainly, if institutional racism is to be tackled it is the occupational culture that must be addressed, as well as the actions and attitudes of individuals and the biases of prevailing practices and procedures. Macpherson himself made this point as follows:

Unwitting racist language and behaviour can arise because of lack of understanding, ignorance or mistaken beliefs ... from well intentioned but patronising words or actions ... from unfamiliarity with the behaviour or cultural traditions of people ... from racist stereotyping of black people as potential criminals or troublemakers. Often this arises out of uncritical self-understanding born out of an inflexible police ethos of the 'traditional' way of doing things. Furthermore such attitudes can thrive in a tightly knit community, so that there can be a collective failure to detect and to outlaw this breed of racism. 
 (p. 70/71)

The report did not set out a detailed theoretical framework. Its acknowledgement of institutional racism, however, was a major step forward. For 30 years British officialdom had consistently denied that it had any meaning when applied to Britain. Now, however, it has become part of the conceptual vocabulary of substantial numbers of people. It recognizes that, to thrive, racism does not require overtly racist individuals, and conceives of it rather as arising through social and cultural processes. Culture regulates conduct. Behavioral norms are dictated by an occupational culture and are transmitted and sustained in informal and implicit ways through routines and everyday practices. The culture of an organisation is far more powerful than formal instruction in indicating how staff are expected to behave. (Parekh report p. 71)

The official recognition of the concept of institutional racism has had substantial impact on all spheres of public policy making, including education.

Oakley (2000, 2001) recognises three forms of institutional racism:

· Official policy- policies of an organization overtly advocate or accept differential treatment directly in respect of race/ethnicity. 

· Routine practices- as differential treatment in respect of results from the operation of routine organisational practices (indirect racial discrimination) 

· Informal culture- results from influence of informal culture within the organization on the behaviour of staff, which if unchecked may result in deliberate contravention of non-discriminatory procedures and standards. e.g. specific assumptions and stereotypes. Institutional racism as the default position (Collins).

Any public policies targeting racism and discrimination should therefore reflect the following, both at the governmental as well as at the local level:

· Acknowledgement that institutional racism is a normal tendency that must be investigated. Regular monitoring and organizational transparency are both essential. Recognition that racism does not just consist of acts of overt physical violence by overtly extremist groups.

· Measures should not be targeted only at individuals but at the mode of operation of the organization as a whole; goals, procedures, informal culture and personnel policies etc. 

· Policies should focus on preventive and multi-faceted approach

The Parekh report – 

The term 'institutional racism', then, refers to a range of phenomena, not all of which may be present in any one situation, and not all of which are obvious. It focuses not only on the processes of an organisation but also on its output – the benefits or penalties which customers, clients, service users and members of the public get from it, and the extent to which, as a result, it causes more inequality or less in its surrounding environment. The various interacting components of institutional racism are summarized as follows: (p. 73)

Interacting components of institutional racism

Indirect discrimination

Members of black and Asian communities do not receive their fair share of the benefits and resources available from an organisation, and do not receive a professional, responsive and high-quality service. They do, however, receive more than their fair share of penalties and disadvantages.

Employment practices

Members of black, Asian and Irish communities are not recruited to the extent that could reasonably be expected, or, having been recruited, receive less than their fair share of promotion, training and career development opportunities.

Occupational culture

Racist arguments, stereotypes and assumptions go unchallenged in everyday conversation and affect how the organisation treats members of the public. There is cynicism about so-called political correctness, and little or no emphasis on reducing inequalities and valuing diversity. Muslim, black, Asian and Irish staff feel that they do not really belong in the culture of the workplace, for their world-views, cultures and experiences of racism are not acknowledged.

Staffing structure

Senior management positions are disproportionately held by white people.

Lack of positive action

Few or no efforts have been made to recruit Asian and black people to senior positions or to involve them in major decision-making.

Management and leadership

The task of addressing institutional racism is not regarded as a high priority for leaders and managers, either personally or professionally, and is seldom or never considered in mainstream decision-making.

Professional expertise

Few members of an organisation's staff have skills in intercultural understanding and communication, and in handling and defusing situations of actual or potential conflict and tension.

Training

Few staff have received relevant high-quality training. They do not understand the concept of institutional racism, and do not know what they themselves can do to address it.

Consultation

Organisations do not listen to, let alone seek out, the views and perceptions of black and Asian people.

Lack of information

Organisations do not systematically examine the impact of their policies and practices in order to judge whether or not they have a negative impact on Asian and black communities.

Racism awareness training was developed in the United States in the 1970s and was fairly widespread in Britain in the 198os. It was then largely dropped. 20 The Stephen Lawrence report brought it back into prominence, with seven separate recommendations concerning its use. The term 'awareness' is problematic, for the aims of training must embrace understanding, skills and practical action, not just awareness. This chapter has stressed that training should address the two main strands of racism - cultural and biological - and should take account of its roots in imperialism, anti-Muslim hostility and the slave trade, and in often strident opposition to immigration. It has stressed also that it should focus on the interacting components of institutional racism, and should therefore address the practical actions that participants need to take in their own personal spheres of responsibility. 
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