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THESIS SUMMARY 

This thesis is based on a qualitative study of a black voluntary organisation, the Sheffield 
Black Justice Project. The purpose of the organisation is to offer practical advice to 
local black people about any aspect of the criminal justice process and the main part of 
its work involves operating a Help On Arrest Scheme. The thesis sets out to explore 
significant gaps in sociological knowledge about the participation of black people in 
voluntary organisations, the racialisation of identity and criminal justice issues. 

The research was concerned with an investigation of how volunteers from a variety of 
racialised groups understood the meaning and role of 'race' as they participated in the 
Black Justice Project. It assessed how far a successful collective response was possible 
in this specific social context and evaluated the extent to which the project was able to 
balance the needs and interests of local black people with those of supporting statutory 
organi sations. 

Three central research questions have been addressed. Firstly, the research has 
examined the nature of and reasons for the volunteers' involvement in the Black Justice 
Project. Secondly, it has considered how volunteers perceived their identity to be 
racialised in relation to other black and white people both within the project and more 
widely. Thirdly, it has compared and contrasted the understanding of the volunteers 
with that of custody officers working in South Yorkshire Police, to provide detailed 
information about the ways in which each group interprets both the relationship between 
black people and the police and black people's experiences of criminal justice. 

The fieldwork consisted of two methodological elements. Firstly, a series of semi­
structured interviews was conducted with the three main groups involved in the 
research. A sample of thirty volunteers of varied racialised origin was interviewed. 
Those involved with the management of the project were also interviewed as well as 
various police officers, including one-third of custody officers in Sheffield. Secondly, 
informal participant observation of the project was undertaken over a period of two 
years. 

Overall, the thesis demonstrates that the Black Justice Project's apparent success 
resulted from a careful management of its image rather than a comprehensive 
implementation of the black perspective defined by the volunteers. However, it was 
found that the black perspective itself was based on the highly questionable notion of an 
essentialised black identity. The thesis demonstrates how racialised identity is always a 
process of accommodation, negotiation and transformation involving both group 
identification and categorisation by others. 

The research also revealed that the job-related objectives of the volunteers were 
thwarted by the custody officers who, it was found, effectively adhered to their job­
related priorities and so racialised the project's Help On Arrest Scheme. It was found 
that these two groups had a very different interpretation of the nature of police-black 
relations to the extent that the volunteers regarded raciaIised policing as the norm 
whereas the officers regarded it as an extremely infrequent deviation from it. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction and Literature Review 

1.1 Introduction to the research: The Sheffield Black Justice Project 

This thesis is focused on a black voluntary organisation in Sheffield, the Black 

Justice Project. The project was formally established in 1991 by a Home Office grant 

and has subsequently been funded mainly by South Yorkshire Probation Service. It is 

accurately marketed as the only one of its kind in Britain. Its broad objective is to offer 

practical advice to local black people about any aspect of the criminal justice process. 

The main part of its work involves operating a Help On Arrest Scheme. With the 

agreement of South Yorkshire Police, trained volunteers are available to go to any 

police station in Sheffield, on the request of an arrested black person, in order to offer 

practical help and assistance. A telephone rota system ensures that a volunteer may be 

contacted twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. 

At the time of the research, the project employed only one full-time co-ordinator, 

although it has since employed an assistant co-ordinator. It therefore relies almost 

entirely on volunteers in order for the scheme to operate adequately. Since its inception, 

the project has successfully attracted and maintained a body of around sixty volunteers 

from various minority ethnic groups. 

In principle, the project aims to serve all the minority ethnic groups in Sheffield. 

1991 census data (Home Office, 1991a) indicate that minority ethnic groups account for 

5.03% of the city's total population. This means that, according to the census, more 

than twenty-five thousand people living in Sheffield do not classify themselves as 

'white'. Of these, 2.3% originate from the Indian sub-continent and 1.6% are of Mrican 

origin. In terms of size, 'Pakistanis' (1.7%) and 'Black Caribbeans' (1.0) are the largest 

minority ethnic groups. 

During the course of the research, there was a working agreement at the project 

that 'non-white' groups represent the focus of its work. Thus, although the project has 

attracted volunteers from, for example, the Irish population, and would respond to a 

request for help from an Irish person, it is not actively promoted as an organisation 

serving local Irish people. As a result, the project has not pursued the needs and 
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interests of minority ethnic groups which are usually classified as 'white' and, instead, 

conforms to the more common definition of the term 'black' as meaning 'non-white'. 

The census data also reveal that Pakistanis and black Caribbeans in particular are 

concentrated in areas which were heavily industrialised during the expansion of 

Sheffield's steel industry. From the mid-nineteenth century, an area, which is still 

sometimes referred to as the 'black belt', spread rapidly north-east from the city centre 

along the river Don. This area includes Bumgreave and Damall which remain two of 

the districts most heavily populated by 'non-white' minority ethnic groups. Sharrow, 

the second most heavily populated area, is located in the old city centre area which pre­

dates 1832. This spatial concentration of specific minority ethnic groups reflects the 

racialised processes whereby they are restricted to residual residential space (Smith, 

1989~ Cashmore & Troyna, 1990). The areas are characterised by high density, poor 

quality housing and inferior public services to those found in other parts of the city. 

They are visibly identifiable by shops, cafes and take-aways owned by the people that 

live there. They provide evidence of how the economic opportunities of minority ethnic 

groups are restricted to those that are unwanted by the majority population. These 

businesses also have a finite chance of expansion because they tend to service their own 

communities exclusively. The areas are also identified by their own community and 

religious centres. For example, by 1993, Sheffield had ten mosques and two Islamic 

centres. 

In addition to this, these areas of Sheffield have been the scene of well-publicised 

incidents between local residents and the police. For example, in recent years, young 

Pakistani men have protested about discriminatory policing in the Darnall area. In June 

1997, local newspapers reported figures from an official police report which indicated 

that a markedly disproportionate number of robberies occur in Bumgreave and Sharrow. 

These areas are seen to be targets of the police in the same way as the comparable areas 

of Chapeltown in Leeds and the Manningham district of Bradford. As a result, the 

project aims to serve minority ethnic groups which are noted for their experiences of 

racialised discrimination and their conspicuous exclusion from Sheffield's social, 

economic and political life. 

The Black Justice Project's continued existence and development over a number 

of years is significant in that other comparable schemes, such as one operated by 

Haringey Racial Equality Council in London, have failed (Haringey REC, 1992). 
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Consequently, a central objective of my research was to determine the reasons for the 

project's apparent success. 

Overall, the Black Justice Project provided me with an excellent site for the 

exploration of important sociological questions central to the three major themes of my 

research: volunteering among black people, the racialisation of identity and the 

relationship between black people and the police. The remainder of this chapter is a 

review of the relevant literature. It introduces and examines these sociological questions 

in detail. 

Next, Chapter Two is an explanation and defence of my research methods. In 

Chapter Three, the origins and purpose of the Black Justice Project are explored. The 

chapter provides a critical analysis of the project's aims, objectives and status as a black 

voluntary organisation. Having outlined the general background to the formation of the 

BJP, Chapter Four introduces the immediate context to its formation by exploring the 

nature of the relationship between local black people and the police. This relationship is 

explored further in Chapter Five which focuses on the project's Help On Arrest Scheme. 

Here, police-black relations are explored in the specific context of police custody in 

order to examine the potential for the custody process to be racialised. 

In Chapter Six, an overview is presented of the BJP's volunteers. This includes 

an assessment of the relevance of racialised identity to both their voluntary activities and 

their reasons for volunteering for the BJP. The wider relevance of the volunteers' 

racialised identity is investigated in Chapter Seven which presents a sociological 

understanding of how social life is racialised more generally. The final chapter is an 

evaluation of the research. It summarises how my thesis contributes to sociological 

knowledge in each of the three research areas covered. 

1.2 Review of the literature: introduction 

The aim of the literature review is to demonstrate how a black voluntary 

organisation, the Black Justice Project, provided an ideal site for the exploration of key 

sociological questions about volunteering among black people, the racialisation1 of 

1 The focus on process is instrumental to the theory of racialisation. This theory was first advanced by 
Robert Miles who conceptualised it as follows. 

"If 'races' are not naturally occurring populations, the reasons and conditions for the 
social process whereby the discourse of 'race' is employed in an attempt to label, 
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identity and criminal justice. Similarly, it aims to outline the general context in which 

the BJP worked. Each of the following sections highlights significant gaps in existing 

knowledge and explains how they can be addressed by investigating empirically the 

meaning and role of 'race,2 within this specific social context. 

First, Section 1.3 will highlight the lack of knowledge regarding how 'race' is 

mobilised and acted on in the voluntary sector. It will argue that, by establishing the 

reasons for the volunteers' participation and their understanding of the organisation, the 

question of what makes a unified collective response possible can be answered. 

Further, this will enable an exploration of how individuals understand their 

identity to be racialised both within the project and beyond. Thus, perceptions of 

similarity and difference can be assessed with reference to, for example, the use of the 

term 'black,3, a British national identity and the collective response of various, diverse 

racialised groups. 

In the subsequent sections it will be demonstrated that studies of black people 

and criminal justice generally neglect the perspectives of those individuals involved. As 

a result, there has been too much emphasis on investigating racialised discrimination at 

the structural level without considering the agency of both black people and 

representatives of criminal justice, such as police officers. It will be argued that it is only 

by determining the perspectives of these groups that a better understanding of, for 

example, the nature of police-black relations can be established. 

constitute and exclude social collectivities should be the focus of attention rather than 
be assumed to be a natural and universal process" (1989:73). 

~ The term race has inverted commas throughout the thesis. This acknowledges that the category is a 
social construct with no proven essential nature. The term is included in the text because a central 
purpose of the research was to investigate the meaning of 'race' as a fundamental defining and 
categorising principle which informs and structures everyday social life. This does not attribute 'race' 
with the status of a scientific concept. It simply reflects the unavoidable position of social scientists 
who seek to examine empirically and, as a result, understand the social world. It reflects the argument 
that 'race' is a social relationship rather than a category of human being (Mason, 1994). In fact, by 
investigating the meaning of 'race', the research aimed to discover processes of racialisation which 
underpin this relationship. 
3 The use of the term 'black' is the subject of considerable academic debate. A detailed discussion of 
the issues arising from this debate is provided in the literature review. Investigating the adequacy ofthe 
different uses of the term forms part of the empirical research. However, it is used in the text to refer to 
racialised groups who originate from both Africa and the Indian sub-continent. This is a very common, 
albeit problematic, use of the term. It is used here because it reflects both the working definition of the 
project and the racialised origin of the majority of volunteers who participated in the research. It also 
encompasses the vast majority of Britain's 'non-white' population. Some of the studies quoted in the 
text use the term to refer specifically to people of African-Caribbean origin. This alternative usage is 
highlighted wherever it occurs. 



Introduction & Literature Review: 5 

1.3 Black volunteers and the racialisation of identity 

1.3.1 Introduction 

There is a well-established history of volunteering among black people in Britain. 

Volunteering refers to the collective responses of black people which occur willingly 

without a specific guarantee of remuneration. In fact, voluntary activities are frequently 

a response to the difficult circumstances with which black people are confronted (Obaze, 

1992). The history of post-war immigration to Britain reveals a pattern of differential 

access to a range of social and welfare services and differential treatment by various 

economic, political and social organisations in the public, private and voluntary sectors 

(Cohen, 1988; Sivanandan, 1990; SkeIlington & Morris, 1992). As a result, collective 

responses of voluntary action range from traditional organisations such as church and 

religious groups, community service groups and groups promoting citizenship rights to 

the, much less common, spontaneous protests such as those signified by the urban 

disturbances during the 1980s. A large amount of literature has been generated by these 

various forms of collective response but it has been characterised by a failure to consider 

empirically the nature of and reasons for individual involvement. There is little evidence 

of how the people involved in volunteering understand the meaning and role of 'race' as 

they participate. This means that there is a considerable lack of knowledge regarding 

the ways in which 'race' is mobilised and acted on within the voluntary sector. 

In addition to this, despite assumptions to the contrary, there is nothing inherent 

in being black that guarantees unity between individuals or groups (Goldberg, 1992; 

Ware, 1992). Indeed, Robert Miles (1984) has argued that black homogeneity and 

cohesion is a myth. A collective response is frequently assumed by theorists who wish 

to explain the nature of black social life in Britain. The link between theory and 

collective voluntary action becomes problematic as a result of this assumption. For 

example, theories based on this assumption fail to demonstrate if and how a specific 

definition and meaning of 'black' is an adequate basis for effective voluntary action. 

They also fail to establish if individuals organise themselves solely around a racialised 

identity or if other factors are relevant to adequate organisation. Despite his legitimate 

criticism, it has been argued that Miles' work neglects the issue of how to explain 

collective responses among black people (e.g. Solomos & Back, 1995:25). Examining 
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how volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as they participate in an 

exclusively black organisation will help to explain how a collective response is possible. 

This section therefore provides an overview of the issues to be addressed if the 

mobilisation and use of 'race' within the black voluntary sector is to be examined 

adequately. The aim of the section is to establish a number of empirical questions as a 

basis for such an investigation. 

1.3.2 Why do black people volunteer for a black organisation? 

It is useful to begin an examination of black volunteering by considering why 

volunteers choose to work for an exclusively black organisation. Their choice suggests 

that they understand their identity to be racialised in some way and, as a result, are able 

to identify themselves with other black people. The significance of the volunteers' 

racialised identity in deciding to volunteer can be determined by establishing whether or 

not they would have considered volunteering for the organisation if it had not been 

exclusively black. Furthermore, examining why an exclusively black organisation is 

chosen helps to reveal how the volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as 

they participate in voluntary work. A related issue is if and why volunteers regard it as 

necessary for black people to have their own voluntary organisations. It is worthwhile 

to explore this issue because it can reveal how volunteers understand both their own 

identity and that of other black people to be racialised. 

A Home Office research study by lackson and Field (1989) discovered that the 

services of so-called mainstream voluntary organisations are under-utilised by minority 

ethnic groups. It concluded that a number of factors are likely to be responsible for this 

situation. These include the possibility that the services offered do not meet the specific 

needs of black people and that direct or indirect discrimination, or the fear of it, may 

reduce the availability of services. The conclusions of this research study help to explain 

why black people in Britain have a well-established history of self-help and mutual 

support. The Black Perspectives in Volunteering Group completed the first ever survey 

of black volunteering in 1988. They discovered that one quarter of the black volunteers 

surveyed wanted to 'meet needs' specific to black people and that they had to rely on 

black organisations for adequate volunteering opportunities (Obaze, 1992). 

The volunteers' understanding of their role within a black voluntary organisation 

is significant because principles such as self-help and mutual support are implicitly 
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related to the meaning and role of 'race' as it is understood by the volunteers. If 

principles such as these are discovered to be priorities, it suggests that volunteers are 

able to relate to other black people because they identify them as being fellow members 

of a particular racialised group. 

An associated empirical question is how far and why do volunteers regard 

working for an exclusively black organisation as a worthwhile experience? This 

question enables an exploration of how a sense of fulfilment is related to each 

volunteer's identity as a black person. For example, obtaining satisfaction from being 

able to help other black people indicates the centrality of 'race' to their role as 

volunteers. Similarly, would volunteering for a mixed organisation be a less satisfying 

experience? This question introduces consideration of the potential disadvantages of 

volunteering for an organisation which includes both black and white people. 

Determining perceived disadvantages will indicate how far perceptions of direct or 

indirect discrimination within mixed voluntary organisations contribute to the decision to 

volunteer for an exclusively black organisation. 

The perceived level of racialised discrimination within a specific area may 

influence the decision to choose to volunteer for a particular black voluntary 

organisation. For example, the increased focus on various aspects of criminal justice in 

recent years may have resulted in a greater propensity for black people to become 

involved in a related collective response. The role of the media in both supplying 

information and affecting perceptions is an associated factor worthy of investigation. In 

fact, the various sources of information which may encourage black people to volunteer 

must be considered. This is particularly significant with reference to the relationship 

between black people and the police because accounts of encounters between the two 

are frequently thought to be based on rumour and hearsay (see Smith & Gray, 1983 for 

a study of African-Caribbeans). The decision to volunteer for a particular organisation 

may be related to personal experiences, first-hand knowledge of the experiences of 

others or perceptions of the experiences of black people in general. It can, of course, be 

a combination of the three. Each of these helps to determine both the meaning and role 

of 'race' within the context of a black voluntary organisation and how volunteers come 

to understand their identity to be racialised. 

It is also useful to consider if black volunteers expect to achieve specific results 

for and on behalf of black people. This is implicitly related to their reasons for choosing 
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a particular organisation and the sense of fulfilment gained as a result of participating in 

a collective response. Volunteers can be excluded from the management committees of 

the organisations in which they participate and, as a result, cannot contribute to the main 

decision-making process. It is also doubtful that, particularly localised, black voluntary 

organisations can enhance the accountability and increase public control of appropriate 

external agencies (Mawby, 1991). This means that the realisable achievements of 

volunteers are usually limited. Anticipated results can be superficially identified with 

reference to pursuing a particular cause. This is of limited usefulness because pursuing a 

cause is an abstract notion which is likely to conceal a whole range of issues that are 

relevant to the anticipated outcomes of the volunteers. For example, relatively mundane 

issues, such as the desire to successfully provide practical advice and support, may co­

exist alongside more universal issues, such as the desire for equity and social justice. 

Both mundane and universal issues may be connected to the ways in which the 

volunteers understand their identity to be racialised. 

Expected achievements are related to the volunteers' understanding of the 

organisation for which they work and their interpretation of its role. The meaning and 

role of 'race' within a black voluntary organisation can be examined empirically by 

determining the main functions of the organisation identified by its volunteers. It is 

important to consider how the volunteers' initial understanding of the organisation and 

its role is either modified or simply reinforced as a result of participation. This is linked 

to the potential formation of a volunteer culture. A volunteer culture is defined as the 

sharing of a group of core values which include commitment to the organisation and 

solidarity with colleagues as well as shared perspectives on a range of job-related issues 

(Gill & Mawby, 1990). Thus, the presence of a volunteer culture is likely to reflect a 

shared understanding of the meaning of 'race' among volunteers. 

Overall, the meaning and role of 'race' within a black voluntary organisation can 

be explored by establishing both the reasons for individual participation and the 

volunteers' interpretation of the organisation. Further exploration is required in order to 

determine how wider processes of racialisation influence the ways in which 'race' is 

understood by the volunteers as they participate. This is discussed next. 
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1.3.3 The volunteers' racialised identity 

An appreciation of the meaning and role of 'race' in the context of a black 

voluntary organisation can be examined by considering how volunteers perceive their 

identity to be racialised in relation to other black and white people both within the 

organisation and more widely. This can be achieved by considering three key questions. 

First, to what extent do the volunteers understand themselves as belonging to a 

particular community and how does this relate to their own sense of having a racialised 

identity? Second, which racialised groups do they regard as being included in this 

community and in what circumstances? Third, to what extent are the volunteers able to 

negotiate, transform or reject the racialised definitions applied to them by others? These 

key questions are discussed in detail below. 

Cohen (1985) has argued that the meaning, rather than the definition, of the term 

'community' represents an important focus for analysis. 'Community' is where 

individuals learn about and acquire the symbols to be social. It is for this reason that the 

symbolic significance of community is such that it represents a unifying factor in itself. 

It implies, for example, cohesion and shared values and, as a result, it can be a powerful 

mobilising force. 

"People assert community, whether in the form of ethnicity or locality, 
when they recognise it as the most adequate medium for the expression 
of their whole selves" (Cohen, 1985: 107). 

Paul Gilroy (1987) has acknowledged the difficulty of referring to a single 

community among a particular group of African-Caribbeans whom he identifies as 

having a 'self-conscious' black community at the symbolic level. Despite this 

acknowledgement, his conclusions are tenuous because he fails to produce sufficient 

empirical evidence which confirms that black people regard themselves as members of a 

localised, symbolic black community. Referring to a self-conscious community is also 

problematic because it reifies the concept, suggesting that community is a tangible, 

rather than a symbolic, entity. 

Gans' concept of symbolic ethnicity refers to the construction of an imagined 

identity which involves creating boundaries around an imagined community. He defines 

it as, 

"A nostalgic allegiance to the culture of the immigrant generation, or that 
of the old country; a love for and pride in a tradition that can be felt 
without having to be incorporated in everyday behaviour" (1979:9). 
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This view complements Cohen's assertion that community is an important medium for 

the expression of diverse interests and aspirations and is therefore a convenient 

mobilising force (1985: 107-9). A racialised community is therefore able to incorporate 

diverse interests and social identities specifically because it exists symbolically. 

Conceptualising community in this way is useful as an analytical tool because it 

necessitates identifying the boundaries of this community and examining who is included 

and who is excluded and in what circumstances. In the context of a black voluntary 

organisation, this can be achieved by determining if and how volunteers understand 

themselves to belong to a particular racialised community. 

The absence of detailed empirical research means that dominant definitions of 

'community' tend to both reify the term and reinforce common-sense notions of it. For 

example, Sivanandan (1982: 1990) used the term 'communities of resistance' to refer to 

groups consisting of individuals who are often extremely diverse with respect to various 

social characteristics. He neither defined the term 'community' or explained why these 

groups should be labelled as such. The definitions suggested by Cohen and Gans may 

help to prevent this kind of oversight. 

The weaknesses exposed in the work of Gilroy and Sivanandan, by their 

speculative and problematic use of the term 'community', can be addressed by examining 

how volunteers construct a notion of community symbolically and how this is related to 

their racialised identity. This perspective is innovative specifically because it precludes 

the assumption that black people automatically perceive themselves as being part of an 

identifiable racialised community and respond accordingly. As a result, community may 

exist at different levels. This means that the volunteers' understanding of community is 

context-dependent. Consequently, the possibility is introduced that black volunteers 

may simply regard themselves as representing other black people. This may increase the 

potential for a successful collective response because the notion of a community implies 

cohesion and shared values whereas the perception of a group of people with similar 

interests and objectives is less exclusive. The relative importance of each is likely to be 

influenced by the specific nature of the black voluntary organisation. 

The extent to which volunteers understand their identity to be racialised, either 

through belonging to a particular c~mmunity or through recognising more generalised 

common experiences, reflects how they perceive the meaning and role of 'race' as they 

participate in a black voluntary organisation. Determining if and how volunteers 
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understand themselves as belonging to a particular community is therefore significant in 

explaining the nature of and reasons for individual involvement. 

It is useful to regard the racialisation of identity as a process of interaction 

through which by categorising ourselves, we are automatically categorising others who 

are, in turn, categorising us. This incorporates the idea that the self is a unity of 

individual and social elements. For example, a.H. Mead argued that the self is 

inherently social in nature and cannot be separated from the whole social process (Mead, 

1934). If volunteers understand themselves to belong to either a particular community 

or to a particular racialised group, an associated empirical question is who do they 

regard as also belonging to it and in what circumstances? Exploring this question will 

reveal how volunteers define notions of 'self and 'other' in specific contexts. 

Sustainable definitions of 'self and 'other' are dependent on the articulation and 

maintenance of racialised boundaries. These boundaries are comparable to ethnic 

boundaries which have been defined by Cohen as both symbolic and relational. They 

mark the boundaries in relation to other ethnic categories or groups and it is here that 

individuals become aware of 'others' (Cohen, 1985:58). Like ethnic boundaries, 

racialised boundaries occur at both the micro and macro level and are therefore 

discernible within any form of social unit. The markers of these boundaries include 

ethnicity, language, nationalism, religion and other symbolic identifications such as dress 

and appearance (Cohen, 1994: 199-200). There appears to be two kinds of racialised 

boundaries. First, there are those that are created and maintained by dominant groups in 

order to consolidate their privileged position. Second, there are those that are 

recognised and manipulated as a means of organisation and resistance by people who are 

excluded from dominant groups. They are not mutually exclusive and the same 

boundary can in fact have varying and contradictory meanings applied to it by different 

interest groups (Jenkins, 1996:92-103). 

Barth (1969) argued that ethnic boundaries are the principles of social 

organisation. This argument is usefully applied to racialised boundaries as well because 

it asserts that a particular group can be defined by its boundaries as opposed to the 

culture it incorporates. Here he commented on the generally accepted central 

importance of sharing a common culture, 

"In my view, much can be gained by regarding this very important feature 
as an implication or result, rather than a primary and definitional 
characteristic of ethnic group organisation" (1969: 11). 
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Barth also argued that differences can be reduced whilst boundary maintaining processes 

are not broken down. This means that, analytically, the preoccupation with cultural 

differences can be challenged whilst the way in which boundaries are maintained, 

negotiated and transformed is problematised. The continuing racialisation of identity is 

attributable to the persistence of racialised boundaries. It follows that examining how 

volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as they participate in a black 

voluntary organisation involves determining their interpretation of notions of 'self and 

'other'. It also involves considering how they understand their identity to be racialised as 

a result of the definitions they regard as being applied by other people. 

Furthermore, the functioning of racialised boundaries confirms that volunteers 

are unlikely to understand their identity to be racialised solely as a consequence of 

processes beyond their control. Racialised boundaries are achieved, negotiated and 

transformed within a specific social context. This means that volunteers contribute to, 

and maybe challenge, processes of racialisation. Richard lenkins has made the useful 

distinction between a 'category' and a 'group'. The former is externally defined, and 

therefore precludes any element of choice, whereas the latter is internally defined by 

categorising others. 

"So, whereas social groups define themselves, their name(s), their 
nature(s) and their boundary(s), social categories are identified, defined 
and delineated by others. Most social collectivities can be characterised 
as, to some extent, defined in both ways. Each side of the dichotomy is 
implicated in the other and social identity is the outcome of the 
conjunction of processes of internal and external definition" (1994:201). 

He has argued that they combine to produce ethnicity but it can also be argued that they 

combine to produce racialised identity. Volunteers are members of a racialised category 

if they understand their identity to be racialised as a result of a series of ascribed and 

arbitrary characteristics. They are members of a racialised group if their racialised 

identity is achieved by understanding themselves as exercising choice in belonging to a 

particular black population. The factors that volunteers identify as leading them to 

consider their identity to be racialised are likely to be a combination of those associated 

with a racialised category and a racialised group. 

This subsection has discussed how volunteers understand their identity to be 

racialised in relation to both other black and white people. Their understanding involves 

the symbolic construction of community, the operation of racialised boundaries and the 

processes whereby 'self and 'other' are defined. These factors are inevitably inter-
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related and are likely to influence the meaning of 'race' within the specific context of a 

black voluntary organisation. Having examined how identity is racialised, it is necessary 

to consider what makes a unified collective response among different, negatively 

racialised groups4 possible. The following three subsections address this issue. 

1.3.4 The meaning of the term 'black' 

The term 'black' is frequently used by both statutory and voluntary organisations 

to refer to a range of negatively racialised groups. It is the subject of a great deal of 

argument as a result of its often contradictory and imprecise meanings. Its use in the 

specific context of a black voluntary organisation needs to be examined because it 

potentially contributes to a unified collective response. Barth's perspective is again 

helpful here because the meaning of the term may depend on the definition of its 

boundaries as opposed to the sharing of a culture among those it incorporates. 

By defining 'self and 'other' in the context of an exclusively black organisation, 

volunteers begin to reveal how they understand the meaning of the term 'black'. Thus, 

investigating how volunteers define and understand this term is necessary because it is 

an aspect of how they understand the meaning of 'race' in general. It reflects the view 

that 'race' is an open political construct within which the political meaning of terms like 

'black' are struggled over (Hall, 1980~ eees, 1982; Solomos, 1988: 1993). This was 

the view of the influential eees group. 

"A major concern of the eees group was the need to analyse the 
complex processes by which race is constructed as a social and political 
relation. They emphasised that the race concept is not simply confined as 
a process of regulation operated by the state but that the meaning of race 
as a social construct is contested and fought over" (Solomos & Back, 
1995: 148). 

Firstly, the term 'black' can be used either to refer to people of African origin 

exclusively or more broadly to refer to all 'non-white'S people. It is therefore 

4 A negatively racialised group is any group which, as a result of processes of racialisation, is labelled as 
having negative characteristics. Labelling may be based on any combination of cultural, social. 
genotypical and phenotypical characteristics. A group is racialised negatively in order to legitimate the 
positive racialisation of another group. This means that the racialisation process inevitably involves 
dynamic relations of power. It is therefore instrumental to sustaining inequalities based on socially 
constructed differences. In the thesis, the term 'black racialised group' also refers to groups that are 
negatively racialised. 
5 The term non-white is used in the text to refer to those racialised groups who do not fit the socially 
constructed norm of whiteness. Thus. in everyday social life. they are not classified as white and, as a 
result. are understood to be subjected to related processes of racialised discrimination and exclusion. In 
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unsurprising that its suitability to Britain's Asian6 population, in particular, is the focus 

of considerable debate. Tariq Modood has written extensively on this subject 

( 1988: 1990: 1992: 1994). He has argued that the term is detrimental to the identity of 

Asians because it amounts to an acceptance of the way in which they are defined by 

Britain's race relations establishment. It also results in the subordination of Asian 

interests to those of the Mrican-Caribbean population. Modood has discussed the issue 

with specific reference to Muslims of Asian origin. 

"The root problem is that contemporary anti-racism defines people in 
terms of their colour~ Muslims - suffering all the problems that anti­
racists identify - hardly ever think of themselves in terms of their colour. 
And so, in terms of their own being, Muslims feel most acutely those 
problems that the anti-racists are blind to~ and respond weakly to those 
challenges that the anti-racists want to meet with most force" 
(1990:157). 

This suggests that Asians are unlikely to be involved in a collective response which 

organises around the term 'black' simply because they do not identify themselves as 

such. It is therefore necessary to examine how Asian volunteers understand the meaning 

and suitability of the term as they participate in an organisation which adopts an 

inclusive definition. 

Secondly, a distinctively more liberal definition of 'black' may incorporate any 

minority ethnic group in Britain and is likely to include, for example, Irish and Jewish 

people. Considering the latter definition is timely due to an increase in the number of 

asylum seekers and refugees from Eastern Europe. During the 1990s, this diverse group 

has become the focus of processes of criminalisation and racialisation even though it is 

not defined by skin colour (Miles, 1993; Cohen, 1994). However, a specifically radical 

definition of 'black' as a collective identity rejects the participation of white people 

regardless of whether their identity is negatively racialised. Stephen Small's definition of 

'black' is any person of Mrican origin. He has argued that 'non-Blacks' must be 

excluded from black organisations because they simply do not understand what it means 

to be black (Small, 1994). 

Britain. people of Asian origin represent the largest group in this category followed by African­
Caribbeans. 
6 This undoubtedly vague but commonly used term refers to people who originate from the Indian sub­
continent which is, in geographically more precise terms, Southern Asia. It includes Bangladesh, India, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. It must be stressed that it is used in the thesis for ease of reference only and is 
not meant to imply a false homogeneity among what are inevitably very diverse groups. The population 
of Britain also includes people who originate from countries in South East Asia, such as China and 
Malaysia. In order to avoid confusion, they are not included in the term' Asian'. 
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Similarly, the above inclusive definitions of the term 'black' arguably disguise the 

specificity of particular racisms'. As a result, they potentially imply that racism is a 

unitary phenomenon experienced in a uniform manner by different racialised groups. 

This is unhelpful either as the basis for a collective response or as the starting point for 

analysis. However, the relatively small size of each of Britain's minority ethnic 

populations suggests that, even though some black people regard it as political 

anathema, it is sometimes practical for voluntary organisations to adopt a more liberal 

definition of the term 'black'. Incorporating a range of excluded and exploited racialised 

groups in this definition means that more people support the organisation and benefit 

from its work. 

The meaning of the term 'black' as it is understood by volunteers does not, 

however, necessarily reflect the definition adopted by the organisation. The nature of 

the organisation may therefore be reflected in the meaning of the term 'black' adopted by 

the volunteers. This means that volunteers who adhere to an exclusive definition and 

meaning of 'black' in terms of their racialised identity may participate in an organisation 

that adheres to an inclusive definition because there are no viable alternatives. 

Investigating the nature of and reasons for individual involvement therefore 

includes determining both the extent to which individual and organisational definitions 

differ and, if significant differences are discernible, the specific reasons given by the 

volunteers for making what appears to be an incongruous choice of organisation. This 

has implications for the way in which black voluntary organisations in general attract and 

retain volunteers. 

In summary, the term 'black' is a political and social construct which is 

negotiated. Its meaning within a black voluntary organisation is worthy of investigation 

because it has implications for the possibility of unified collective action. A radical 

definition of the term necessarily excludes white people. The next subsection discusses 

to what extent this exclusion is understood to be inverted in relation to British national 

identity. 

, This term is used in the plural wherever it is used the text in order to stress. first. that racism is not a 
'natural' and permanent feature of the social world and. second. that it assumes many different forms. 
Sluart Hall has succinctly explained this position . 

.. It has no natural and universal law of development. It does not always assume the 
same shape. There have been many significantly different racisms - each historically 
specific and articulated in a different way with the societies in which they appear"' 
(1978:26). 
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1.3.5 British national Identity 

The radical interpretation of the term 'black' usually includes the notion that a 

black identity and a British national identity are strongly antithetical (CCCS, 1982~ 

Gilroy, 1990; Husbands, 1994). As a result, skin colour is understood to be the primary 

criterion through which identity is racialised in this context. This means that defining 

who is included and who is excluded is ultimately determined by the binary opposition of 

black and white. It ignores other processes of racialisation which are likely to be 

significant. For example, Paul Gilroy (1987) has referred to a process of cultural 

synchronisation whereby British black racialised identity contains elements of dominant 

white culture, which is itself heterogeneous, as well as elements derived from the 

African diaspora. The same process can be identified for the other minority ethnic 

groups in this country. The reference to diaspora reflects Bauman's assertion that 

'races' are 'non-national nations' and are therefore truly international (Bauman, 1989:52-

5). It does not necessarily preclude the possibility that black identity incorporates 

elements of a national identity. 

Gilroy's argument can be used to challenge the frequently taken-for-granted 

assumption that black identity is the opposite of a British national identity. Volunteers 

who adopt a radical interpretation of the term 'black' cannot be assumed to reject a 

British national identity. It is therefore important to examine if and how volunteers 

regard themselves as belonging to a British nation. The influence and effects of 

dominant white British culture on, even a radical, black voluntary organisation should 

also be considered. For example, a black voluntary organisation recognises a specific 

definition of Britishness if it aims to achieve equal citizenship rights for black people in 

this country. It organises volunteers around an interpretation of the term 'black' in a way 

which also accepts dominant notions of what it means to be a British citizen. 

Accepting dominant notions of and aiming to achieve full British citizenship 

raises the question of why black people identify with the system that is shown to be 

excluding them. A straightforward Marxist interpretation attributes this identification to 

false consciousness or the functioning of hegemony (e.g. Hall et ai, 1978). However, it 

appears incongruous when applied to black voluntary organisations which explicitly 

promote the economic, political and social interests of black people. Similarly, a 

common but inadequate interpretation of the inner city disturbances during the 1980s 

was that they signified a rejection of British society by young black people as a result of 
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processes of alienation (Solomos, 1993; Benyon & Solomos, 1987). The empirical 

evidence gathered by Field and Gaskell suggested that they were in fact an indication of 

the desperate desire of black, and white, young people to gain access to various parts of 

mainstream British social life (Field, 1984; Gaskell, 1986). This indicates that black 

racialised identity is not a straightforward rejection of a British national identity. 

Overall, investigating the meaning and role of 'race' within the context of a black 

voluntary organisation necessitates being sensitive to how volunteers understand the 

meaning of both a 'black' and a British national identity. The latter can be expressed as a 

'white' identity although pre-conceptualising black racialised identity as the antithesis of 

a British national identity inevitably conceals a complex and significant tension between 

them. Empirical research can examine to what extent a specific understanding of what it 

means to be British contributes to successful collective voluntary action among black 

people. A similar tension is present with regards to how black voluntary organisations 

can represent the diverse interests of Britain's negatively racialised, non-white groups 

whilst seeking to acknowledge a certain uniformity of experience. This tension is 

explored next. 

1.3.6 Diversity: the post-modernist interpretation 

Examining how volunteers understand the tension between representing diverse 

interests and acknowledging a certain uniformity of experience is important in order to 

appreciate how 'race' is mobilised and used in the black voluntary sector. For example, 

how far do volunteers regard all black people as having certain interests in common? If 

so, should they pursue these interests collectively or does it depend on the 

circumstances? Perceived conflicting interests may result in a fragile unity among 

volunteers within a black voluntary organisation and this increases the likelihood of an 

unsuccessful collective response. Empirical evidence is required in order to establish if 

and how incorporating diversity militates against effective co-operation. 

The recognition of diversity is an important aspect of post-modernist writing 

and, in recent years, the theme of identity has been extensively explored by writers in 

this area (e.g. Hall & Jacques, 1989; Turner, 1990; Giddens, 1991; hooks, 1992; 

Rattansi, 1992). Post-modernists have argued that the acceptance of diversity is 

necessary in order to challenge the series of binary oppositions which correspond to 'self 

and 'other' and maintain, for example, the racialised status quo. 
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"Binarism operates in the same way as splitting and projection: the centre 
expels its anxieties, contradictions and irrationalities onto the subordinate 
term, filling it with the antithesis of its own identity; the Other, in its very 
alieness, simply mirrors and represents what is deeply familiar to the 
centre, but projected outside of itself' (Rutherford, 1990:22). 

They have also argued that, as a result of accepting diversity, 'personal meaninglessness' 

becomes an acute danger of the post-modern experience (Turner, 1990; Giddens, 1991). 

This view reflects the deep cynicism and fatalism which pervades post-modernist theory. 

It is unavoidably ahistorical because it ultimately assumes that a consciousness of the 

past does not exist. It has been taken to an extreme by the French deconstructionists, 

such as Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard, who ultimately deny the role of human agency 

(Megill, 1985). 

By denying human agency, the deconstructionists were unable to identify any 

capacity for change and therefore the possibility of a successful collective response 

among black people is automatically discounted. For example, Baudrillard argued that 

the 'social' no longer has the sort of reality attributed to it by theorists of modernity. It 

no longer exists as an object of representation or collective action (Hollinger, 

1994: 128). This means that the 'death of the social' automatically discounts the 

possibility of any kind of collective response. 

The post-modernist recognition of diversity is not a considerable achievement 

because diversity is undoubtedly present throughout the social world and has been 

present historically. Even African culture under slavery survived the considerable efforts 

of the slave owners to eradicate it. A culture of resistance based on African traditions 

developed and ensured that diversity survived despite incredible adversity (Genovese, 

1974; Gutman, 1976). Additionally, post-modernist writers have provided no 

substantive empirical evidence which supports their argument regarding 'personal 

meaninglessness'. 

Promoting the acceptance of diversity without establishing how this enables 

structural inequalities to be challenged is another significant weakness of post-modernist 

writing on identity. Practices which sustain racialised inequalities at the structural level 

need to be considered in order to provide an understanding of processes of 

discrimination, exclusion and exploitation. By focusing on 'self and 'other' as a basis for 

analysis, post-modernist writing neglects the influence of structural factors. This means 

that the dynamic interplay between agency and structure is ignored. Similarly, the post­

modern perspective is ahistorical and therefore fails to consider any notion that a stable 
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identity may arise from historically fashioned racialised identities (Harris, 1996). In 

terms of black voluntary organisations, it is unclear as to how they can successfully 

incorporate a diversity of racialised identities and interests and still create a successful 

collective response which challenges racialised inequalities. 

Post-modernism also leads to a rejection of essentialist theories of social identity. 

As a result, post-modernists have argued that identity is permanently contestable and 

provisional. 

"Identity then is never a static location, it contains traces of its past and 
what it is to become. It is contingent, a provisional full stop in the play 
of differences and the narrative of our own lives" (Rutherford, 1990:24). 

Even though it has been established that 'race' has no basis in biology, it retains a great 

deal of meaning in everyday social life and many of the taken-for-granted assumptions 

which inform ideas about 'race' originate from essentialist theories (van den Berghe, 

1978~ Gilroy, 1987~ Mason, 1994~ Omi & Winant, 1994). For example, the idea that 

black people are less intelligent than white people remains influential (e.g. Herrnstein & 

Murray, 1994). In order to investigate the meaning and use of 'race' among black 

volunteers, the relationship between essentialist and deconstructionist ideas about 'race' 

should be regarded as one of tension. Simply rejecting essentialist theories is inadequate 

when they are still likely to inform how volunteers understand their identity to be 

racialised. 

Promoting the acceptance of difference has a double-edged character because, 

although it seeks to acknowledge the legitimacy of a diversity of identities, it reinforces 

the socially constructed categories it is attempting to challenge. There is an associated 

danger that a collective response which mobilises around a specific black identity will 

reinforce the racisms that it is attempting to challenge. In terms of black racialised 

identity, the negative construction of 'black' has been inverted in order to promote a 

positive black identity (hooks, 1992~ Mercer, 1994). This introduces the possibility that 

essentialist notions of 'race' may well inform collective responses mobilising around a 

black racialised identity. The inherent danger of challenging essentialism is that these 

collective responses are weakened because associated aspects of black identity are also 

challenged. Again, acknowledging a tension between essentialist and deconstructionist 

ideas about 'race' is preferable as it avoids this danger and is conceptually more sound. 

It is clear that the post-modernist idea of recognising diversity does not represent 

an adequate basis for a successful collective response among black people. One 
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alternative approach is for black voluntary organisations to acknowledge that the 

various racisms experienced by different racialised groups nevertheless result in some 

kind of uniform experience. For example, the arguably poor and discriminatory police 

response to racist attacks affects the Asian population predominately whereas the 

disproportionate number of black people featuring in police arrest statistics are mainly 

African-Caribbeans. It can therefore be argued that the differential policing of both the 

Asian and African-Caribbean populations, albeit in different ways, results in a uniform 

experience of discrimination and mistreatment by the police. 

Identifying this particular kind of uniform experience does, however, increase the 

risk of reducing the complexities of black racialised identity to an effect of various 

racisms. The centrality of different racisms to the racialisation of identity cannot be 

assumed. In fact, this is a reductionist assumption which should be avoided if the way 

that black volunteers understand their identity to be racialised is to be adequately 

examined. It is a negative and partial explanation which conceals a whole range of 

factors that are likely to be relevant to racialised identity formation. For example, Gilroy 

(1987) argued that the rich and resilient culture of the African diaspora influences the 

formation of racialised identity among African-Caribbeans in Britain. This is a positive 

influence not least because the culture has survived the debilitating effects of various 

racisms historically. 

In fact, the racialisation of identity occurs through a combination of cultural, 

ideological and social processes and is related to the processes through which unequal 

power relations exist throughout the social world. The associated social and political 

construction of black people as a problem is frequently referred to in the academic 

literature (e.g. Hall et ai, 1978; cces, 1982; Layton-Henry, 1984; Gilroy, 1987; Cohen 

& Bains, 1988; Solomos, 1988: 1993). These arguments are advanced with specific 

reference to the African-Caribbean population although they can be applied to the Asian 

population with relative ease. The so-called culturalisation of racism involves attributing 

black inferiority to cultural deficiency and social inadequacy. The issue of power is 

important because it is conveniently subsumed under culture and attributed with limited 

significance (Barker, 1981; Gilroy, 1987: 1993; Omi & Winant, 1994). Within 

discourses on difference, 'culture' replaces skin colour as the key signifier in processes of 

racialisation (Solomos & Back, 1995: 114-29). However, post-modernists have claimed 

that skin colour remains significant in that negative stereotypes are legitimated by the 
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construction of 'whiteness' as the norm (hooks, 1991; Pajaczkowska & Young, 1992). 

This has been explained by Richard Dyer. 

"In the realm of categories, black is always marked as a colour (as the 
term 'coloured' egregiously acknowledges), and is always particularising; 
whereas white is not anything really, not an identity, not a particularising 
quality, because it is everything - white is no colour because it is all 
colours" (1988:45). 

The way in which volunteers understand themselves to be defined and evaluated in 

relation to a range of generalised, taken-for-granted assumptions and negative 

stereotypes is worthy of investigation. It helps to reveal how far they regard their 

identity to be racialised as a result of processes beyond their control and also tests the 

claims of the post-modernists. 

Overall, acknowledging a certain uniformity of experience is likely to be a useful 

way for black voluntary organisations to seek to represent the apparently diverse 

interests of Britain's negatively racialised, non-white groups. An examination of the 

ways in which volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as they participate in 

an organisation involves determining how far they perceive this acknowledgement to ~e 

both legitimate and useful. It also involves determining which other factors, apart from 

different racisms, they perceive to be relevant to the racialisation of identity and how far 

they understand these factors to be shared among different racialised groups. By doing 

so, the post-modernist preoccupation with diversity can be questioned empirically. 

1.3.7 Other relevant aspects of social identity 

The discussion so far has concentrated exclusively on processes of racialisation 

as a basis for black voluntary action. However, it must be acknowledged that processes 

of racialisation do not exist in a vacuum but occur alongside and in combination with 

other processes of identity formation. Paul Gilroy ( 1987) has argued that 'race' is central 

to British social life. It follows that 'race' is central to the social identity of both 

positively and negatively racialised groups. However, uncritically accepting this 

argument has implications for studying the racialisation of identity within a particular 

context. It means that the possible significance of other aspects of social identity, such 

as age, class, gender and sexuality, is excluded. These aspects should be considered 

when studying the nature of black volunteering. 
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For example, empirical research in the United States has indicated that socio­

economic variables are the most reliable indicators of the propensity to volunteer among 

African-Americans. Volunteers are likely to be well-educated and belong to higher 

occupational groups (Woodard, 1987). In Britain, empirical research has demonstrated 

that a middle class socio-economic position is an important general indicator of the 

propensity to volunteer. It is, however, considered less important for black people than 

it is for whites (Hedley & Davis-Smith, 1992). The reason for this is unclear. It may be 

that working class black people have a greater propensity to volunteer than working 

class white people or it may be a consequence of the fact that a greater proportion of the 

black population is working class. Additionally, a study of the social characteristics of 

the members of police-community liaison committees concluded that, in terms of social 

status and where they lived, members were not representative of small neighbourhood 

localities. In fact, their social characteristics were usually atypical of those of both 

offenders and victims (Stratta, 1990). 

The example of class is also significant because the loyalty and responsibility of 

the black middle class to the rest of the black population has been the subject of intense 

academic debate (Sivanandan, 1982: 1990; Small, 1994). It is therefore extremely 

important to examine the ideological, political and social position of middle class black 

volunteers who provide advice and support to their working class counterparts. The 

way in which they perceive their identity to be racialised as black volunteers is intricately 

related to their perceptions of loyalty and responsibility to other black people. This 

demonstrates that the way in which volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' 

is intrinsically related to other aspects of their social identity. 

1.3.8 Conclusion 

The series of empirical questions outlined in this section represent a means of 

investigating how 'race' is mobilised and acted on within the voluntary sector. 

Examining how volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as they participate 

in the work of a black organisation provides an understanding of the nature of and 

reasons for individual involvement. This understanding is helpful in order to secure a 

profitable future for the wide variety of black voluntary organisations in Britain. It also 

provides more general sociological evidence regarding the racialisation of identity. The 

next section presents an overview of black people and criminal justice. It is necessary as 
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a basis for understanding the nature of and reasons for black voluntary action in this 

area. The perceptions of black people regarding the reality of racialised relations within 

the sphere of criminal justice form a symbolic and indeed justifiable context for 

associated volunteering. 

1.4 Black people and criminal justice: an overview 

1.4.1 Introduction 

Although a range of evidence shows how black people are discriminated against 

in various aspects of social life, such as education, employment and housing, empirical 

material has been relatively scant with regard to the criminal justice system. 

Criminological research has tended to be preoccupied with whether, or not, black people 

commit more crime (Albrecht, 1991:36). It has also tended to focus almost exclusively 

on African-Caribbeans. The studies quoted in this section are representative of this 

tendency. Available evidence suggests that black people's experiences of criminal justice 

are very different to those of white people (Crow, 1987; NACRO, 1991; Fitzgerald, 

1993). However, the processes which result in so many black people being sent to 

prison are among the least understood aspects of the way the criminal justice system 

operates (Dholakia & Sumner, 1993:36). The way in which what happens at an early 

stage feeds into and reinforces what occurs at later stages can be examined by viewing 

criminal justice as a process rather than a system (Waters, 1990~ Dholakia & Sumner, 

1993). As a result, 

" ... discrimination at one part of the process, direct or indirect, is likely to 
feed through to other parts and reinforce black people's perception of the 
whole system as racist" (Crow, 1987:311). 

The process can be divided into three main aspects which are the pre-sentencing, 

sentencing and post-sentencing stages. For the purpose of considering black people's 

relationship with the police, the influence of the pre-sentencing stage is crucial 

particularly because the police determine who is arrested and charged with a specific 

offence (NACRO, 1989; McConville et aI, 1991; Sanders & Young, 1994). 

This section summarises research findings based on the pre-sentencing and 

sentencing stages. It is included because it provides a necessary background to 

understanding the perceptions of criminal justice held by individuals from negatively 

racialised, non-white groups. The section covers research based on the stopping and 
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arresting stage, the cautioning and charging stage and the prosecuting and sentencing 

stage. Finally, evidence of black people's experiences as victims is considered. Research 

which focuses on the pre-sentencing stages is arguably even more necessary as a result 

of an increase in Britain's prison population and the persistently 'tough' law and order 

policies of the two main political parties. It is also necessary due to the gaps in some of 

the research studies completed. The following subsection discusses a likely reason for 

these gaps. 

1.4.2 The search for pure discrimination 

An overview of the research completed on the subject of black people and 

criminal justice is necessary because it highlights several important gaps in academic 

knowledge regarding black people's understanding of criminal justice. For example, the 

studies frequently cite the profound mistrust of black people in the criminal justice 

process without the support of detailed empirical evidence. This is at least partly due to 

a tendency towards quantitative studies in criminological research. As a result of this 

tendency, the search for pure discrimination is usually prioritised (Pure discrimination 

means to establish conclusively that black people are treated differently to white people 

when all other relevant variables have been accounted for. This is extremely difficult not 

least because an adequate definition of discrimination is a matter of contention). 

The search for pure discrimination is a misnomer for two main reasons. First, it 

detracts from serious consideration of the potential ways in which decisions made at 

different stages of the process interact to produce a discriminatory outcome. Most 

importantly, it neglects to consider precisely the processes of racialisation which inform 

these decisions. Second, a satisfactory understanding of how discrimination occurs and 

persists can only be achieved by examining the perspectives of relevant individuals. This 

must include the perspectives of other negatively racialised groups apart from African­

Caribbeans. These reasons suggests that extensive qualitative research is required in 

order to address the limitations of the studies included in this section. 

A black voluntary organisation that operates within the criminal justice area 

provides an ideal site for examining the perspectives of both black volunteers and the 

relevant members of appropriate criminal justice agencies. The processes of racialisation 

which result in discrimination can be identified by exploring how both groups understand 

the meaning of 'race' during the course of their work. The following subsections reveal 
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that, although the studies do not provide conclusive evidence of discrimination, the 

ditTerential treatment of black people when compared to white people by each of the 

criminal justice agencies is inferred. 

1.4.3 From stopping to sentencing: the black experience 

A number of quantitative studies have shown that African-Caribbean young 

people are much more likely to be stopped by the police and arrested than their white 

counterparts (Stevens & Willis, 1981; Smith & Gray, 1983; Skogan, 1990; Norris et ai, 

1992). The study by Skogan also revealed that African-Caribbean people who are 

stopped are much more likely to be searched than white or Asian people. However, two 

studies found no difference in the stop and arrest rates between African-Caribbean and 

white people (Tuck & Southgate, 1981; Walker et aI, 1990). There is also agreement 

that African-Caribbeans are no more likely to be arrested than whites when stopped 

(Fitzgerald, 1993). 

The research findings of the greater proportion of the studies suggest that the 

police are more proactive in the policing of African-Caribbean people. A Home Office 

research study discovered that the police were more likely to have initiated contact with 

black people than with white or Asian people (Home Office, 1994a). This raises the 

issue of whether differential arrest rates are a consequence of differential policing or 

whether they are a consequence of racialised disadvantage more generally. The 

distinction between legal and extra-legal variables, and the relative salience of each, is an 

important aspect for investigation in criminological research (Landau, 1981; Waters, 

1990; Cook & Hudson, 1993; Fitzgerald, 1993). A statistical analysis carried out in the 

US found an association between the 'race' of a suspect and the probability of arrest was 

attributable to the larger proportion of black people residing in lower status 

neighbourhoods (Smith et ai, 1984). Again, this may be attributable to either different 

patterns of police activity in areas where there is a high concentration of black people or 

racialised disadvantage. The available evidence suggests that it is likely to be due to a 

combination of both of these factors. 

The important point to stress is that if black people are more likely to be 

stopped, searched, arrested and, as will be explained below, charged, they are also going 

to appear in court more frequently (Crow, 1987). This emphasises the way in which 

what occurs during the early stages of the criminal justice process unavoidably affects 
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what occurs later. It also emphasises the crucial role of the police in determining a 

racialised outcome. 

In fact, the police appear to have a determining role with reference to patterns of 

cautioning and charging. Black young people are less likely than their white 

counterparts to be cautioned and are more likely to be referred for prosecution (Landau, 

1981 ~ CRE, 1992). The pattern of charges brought against Mrican-Caribbean people in 

general differs from that of white or Asian people. For example, research suggests that 

black defendants are more likely than white defendants to be charged with assault when 

no injury has been sustained by the victim (Stevens & Willis, 1981 ~ Crow & Cove, 

1984). The Crow and Cove study also suggested that white people are more likely to 

recognise themselves as victims of crime, and to report it, if the perpetrator is black. 

Another study indicated that Mrican-Caribbean people are more likely to face serious 

charges than white people for the same substantive offence (Blom-Cooper & Drabble, 

1982). Additionally, black people are more likely than white people to be remanded in 

custody. Their over-representation in the remand population is even greater than that of 

convicted prisoners (Jefferson & Walker, 1993). It also increases the likelihood of 

receiving a custodial sentence (Hood, 1992). 

The complexity of prosecuting and sentencing means that the research task is 

extremely difficult. Piecemeal data from a variety of sources provide the only available 

information regarding this stage of the criminal justice process. Research has shown 

that there is no evidence of blanket discrimination in the sentencing of people from 

different minority ethnic groups (McConville & Baldwin, 1982~ Crow & Cove, 1984 ~ 

Moxon, 1988; Hood, 1992). However, Hood has provided the clearest evidence yet 

that 'race' has, in some circumstances, an effect on sentencing independent of other 

factors. For example, all else being equal, black offenders in his study had an eight per 

cent greater probability of being sent to prison than white offenders (Hood, 1992). This 

means that certain differences in outcomes remain explicable in terms of discrimination. 

Controversial outcomes at the prosecuting and sentencing stage reflect on the 

police as the most conspicuous and immediate representatives of the criminal justice 

process. One of the police officer's explained, 

"rl more cases went to court and people got sentenced accordingly for 
racial harassment or other offences with racial motivation in it, and we 
could put that out to the press or put that out publicly, then I think that 
would show that we are taking it seriously. But all too often, there's two 
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recently where the CPS has messed the job up and because of that we 
can't take them to court". (Sgt. Davies) 

Perceptions of injustice are instrumental in determining the relationship between black 

people and the different criminal justice agencies. As this police officer indicated, the 

treatment of black people who are the victims of crime has been widely criticised in 

recent years. This is the topic of the next subsection. 

1.4.4 Black people as victims of crime 

A British Crime Survey analysis revealed that African-Caribbean and Asian 

people are more vulnerable to many types of criminal victimisation than white people. 

Even when social and demographic factors are taken into account, the risks are still 

higher. Asian people are particularly at risk of vandalism, robbery and theft from the 

person (Aye Maung & Mirrlees-Black, 1994). The third report of the Home Affairs 

Committee on Racial Attacks and Harassment expressed a deep concern for the 

estimated and increasing number of 'racial incidents'. It questioned the ability of the 

police and other agencies to effectively formulate policies and allocate resources when 

they are unaware of the extent and nature of the problem (HMSO, 1994). 

This lack of awareness is partially due to the massive under-reporting that is 

believed to be characteristic of racist attacks. Victims fail to report these crimes for a 

number of reasons. Fear or dislike of the police and a severe lack of confidence in their 

response have been cited as significant dissuading factors (Home Office, 1981: 1994b~ 

Aye Maung & Mirrlees-Black, 1994). Delays in responding to requests for assistance, 

denial of a racist motive and an unwillingness to prosecute perpetrators have also been 

reported as being familiar aspects of the police response (Gordon, 1990). Again, these 

reports are characterised by an absence of detailed empirical evidence regarding the 

ways in which victims perceive and experience the police and the associated implications 

for reporting behaviour. Qualitative research in this area is impeded by the fact that 

victims are a partially unknown population. 

The nature and quality of the police response is believed to send a clear, negative 

message to black people (Runnymede Trust, 1994a). This message is reinforced by the 

other criminal justice agencies which, for example, fail to prosecute and convict 

individuals charged with incitement to racial hatred. By March 1994, a deplorably low 

number of prosecutions had been authorised under the 1986 Public Order Act. Out of a 
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total of fourteen, only seven prosecutions had resulted in a conviction (Runnymede 

Trust, 1994b). In summary, the inadequate police response with reference to victims of 

racist attacks and harassment is reflected in the poor prosecution and conviction record 

of the other criminal justice agencies and is likely to reinforce black people's perceptions 

of the entire system as being unjust. 

1.4.5 Conclusion 

This section has summarised the research which has focused on black people's 

experiences of criminal justice. It has provided a background to understanding the 

associated perspectives of individuals from negatively racialised, non-white groups. It 

has demonstrated how criminological studies have been preoccupied with determining if 

pure discrimination exists and to what extent. The search for pure discrimination is a 

methodologically complicated exercise and this is reflected in the failure to provide 

conclusive evidence of its existence. However, evidence accumulated over a number of 

years indicates that black people's experiences of criminal justice are different to those of 

white people. 

Investigating the meaning of 'race' within the specific context of an appropriate 

voluntary black organisation provides an opportunity to overcome the weaknesses 

created by the search for pure discrimination. It prioritises the understanding of the 

individuals involved and, as a result, is likely to reveal how processes of racialisation 

contribute to the quantitative data discussed in this section. An investigation of this kind 

is therefore more likely to reveal if and how crime in particular is racialised. According 

to some commentators, the racialisation of crime has ensured that the criminal justice 

system now represents a determining mechanism in the construction of particular 

racialised groups (Keith, 1993: 248; Solomos, 1993). The following section therefore 

discusses how black people's experiences of criminal justice are reported to be mediated 

by the widespread socially and politically advantageous criminalisation of black people. 
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1.5 The criminalisation of black people 

1.5.1 Introduction 

It has been argued by the CCCS group and its adherents that the criminalisation 

of black people has occurred through the social and political construction of the black 

population as a problem and as a significant threat to the social and moral order. The 

pervasiveness of the criminalisation process ensures that, as a consequence of 

supposedly possessing an inherent latent criminality, no black person is exempt from 

attracting this label (See Hall et ai, 1978~ CCCS, 1982~ Gilroy, 1987~ Solomos, 

1988: 1993). This section covers the issues to be addressed in order to understand why 

black people are reported to be a criminalised population. 

The studies included refer specifically to the Mrican-Caribbean population. 

However, the association of criminalisation with immigration means that the Asian 

population is not exempt from this process. It is also worth noting that in recent years 

increasing attention has focused on young Asian, particularly Pakistani, males who have 

apparently become a radicalised section of Britain's Asian population. Their much 

publicised encounters with the police further suggest that processes of criminalisation 

are discernible with reference to this negatively racialised group. Studies of the 

criminalisation of black people must therefore take their experiences into account. 

The second subsection considers two essential questions that have occupied 

proponents of the theory of criminalisation. Firstly, why have black people been 

criminalised and, secondly, how have they been criminalised? These questions are 

addressed by.examining the historical, political and social context within which what was 

initially perceived to be a law-abiding population was held to be responsible for a range 

of social ills. The next subsection summarises the media's role particularly in creating 

and sustaining a number of so-called 'moral panics' related to the black population. 

Next, the claim that the criminalisation of black people can be contextualised spatially is 

examined. This is crucial in explaining the link between 'race', crime and disorder which 

has characterised more recent debates about the black population (Keith, 1993 ~ 

Solomos, 1993). Finally, the contribution of criminology, and sociology in general, in 

formulating reasonable explanations for this link is considered. A review of the relevant 

literature suggests that by focusing almost exclusively on the debate regarding black 
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criminality, researchers have contributed to the problems for which they are attempting 

to provide a solution. 

Evidence cited to support commentators' claims regarding the criminalisation of 

the black population generally excludes the perspectives of both black people and the 

agents of the criminal justice process. This section therefore demonstrates how 

accounts of the criminalisation of black people are overly theoretical. They reflect a 

tendency to examine processes of criminalisation at the structural level without 

considering how relevant individuals negotiate, challenge and transform these processes 

during the course of everyday social encounters. An understanding of the processes 

through which black people are criminalised is incomplete if it neglects to examine the 

experiences and perspectives of those individuals directly involved. 

Again, an appropriate black voluntary organisation provides an ideal site for an 

empirical investigation of the arguments advanced by theorists included in this section. 

By exploring the meaning of 'race' as it is understood by the relevant actors involved, 

the processes whereby certain negatively racialised groups become criminalised can be 

determined more adequately. 

1.5.2 The main theories of criminalisation 

The association of criminality with non-English qualities has historically been 

used to explain criminal behaviour and to focus concern about crime on different 

immigrant groups (Nugent & King, 1979; Walvin, 1984; Gilroy, 1987; Holmes, 1991). 

In terms of the post-war period, Powellism has been widely accepted as the most 

important development in the racialisation of political debate (Hall, 1978 :30; Solomos & 

Back, 1995:59). It was a crucial aspect of the criminalisation of black people due to the 

fact that Powell invoked images of black criminality in order to accentuate the idea of a 

threatening, alien enemy within. This underpinned his form of popular patriotism 

(Gilroy, 1987:87). In fact, by the late 1960s when Powellism emerged, the criminality of 

the black population in general, and of black young people in particular, was already the 

subject of political discussion (Solomos, 1988:1993). The discussion complemented 

political arguments about immigration which had characterised the late 1950s and 

1960s. These culminated in the 1971 Immigration Act which effectively ended primary 

immigration (Hiro, 1973; Holmes, 1991). It has been suggested that criminalisation is 

an important feature of the discourse of exclusion (Cook, 1993: 156). Gilroy has argued 
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that the criminalisation of black people represents an aspect of initiatives towards 

repatriation (Gilroy, 1982: 1987). It follows that the gradual exclusion of black people 

from full citizenship, which was initiated by immigration controls, increased the 

likelihood that their legal status and actions would be regarded with suspicion. 

Commentators have highlighted how the construction of black criminality 

facilitates a 'problem-centred' view of black people. This view focuses attention on the 

cultural backgrounds, social environment and supposedly pathological family structures 

of the black population and neglects to consider issues of economic, political and social 

exclusion and inequality (Gutzmore, 1983; Solomos, 1988; Smith, 1989). The 

responsibility for the crimes committed by a minority of black people is placed firmly 

with the black population and, correspondingly, absolves the state from accepting 

responsibility for the accumulative disadvantages which undeniably characterise their 

lives. 

The criminalisation of black people has also been explained with reference to the 

traditional police role of policing the powerless (Cohen, 1979; Jefferson, 1991). Cohen 

argued, 

"It is no coincidence that working class kids call the police 'The Law' 
because it is from them that they receive their physical and moral 
education about the place they occupy as legal subjects in class society" 
(1979: 128). 

Policing 'race' was thought to be the contemporary manifestation of the police role in 

part of a system which educates individuals about the state and about their legal 

conditions of existence in civil society. This argument assumed a great deal without any 

corroborating evidence and was therefore unsustainable. Cohen (1979) also argued 

deterministically that changes in the political economy account for the replacement of 

white working class 'roughs' with black people as the socially disadvantaged group 

subjected to processes of criminalisation and repression. 

Similarly, lefferson (1993) has argued that the police are not racist primarily 

because they discriminate against young black males. Police racism occurs in producing 

a criminal 'other' which features young, black males predominately. The archetypal 

criminal 'other' is, in order of importance, male, young, working class and black. Before 

the politicisation of 'race' which followed post-war immigration, this archetype existed 

without the latter category. 
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The CCCS group produced a convincing account of the criminalisation of black 

people by arguing that, during periods of economic and social crisis, compliance has to 

be achieved through repression. By persuading the majority to blame the dissenting 

minority for a variety of social ills, increased repression is legitimised (Hall, 1980; 

CCCS, 1982; Gilroy, 1987; Solomos, 1988: 1993). Adopting the work of Gramsci, Hall 

et al argued that this is achieved by establishing and maintaining a consensus. 

"The suggestion is not that power has been effectively dispersed in 
modern democratic mass societies but that the vast majority of people are 
united within a common system of values, goals and beliefs - the so­
called ·central value system'; and it is this consensus on values, rather 
than formal representation which provides the cohesion which such 
complex states require" (1978:2 I 5). 

Ideas about black criminality were thought to be part of a legitimation struggle which 

has been supported by the police for their own purposes. The police have adopted, 

manipulated and reinforced these ideas in order to justifY increases in their resources, 

their professional independence and the extension of their powers (Cashmore & 

McLaughlin, 199 I). The legitimation of repression as a result of the criminalisation of 

black people therefore has a number of beneficial implications for the police. 

In conclusion, a number of commentators have suggested that promoting the 

idea of an inherent black criminality is politically and socially expedient for the police in 

particular and the state in general. Black people have been criminalised as an exercise in 

state legitimation during a prolonged period of economic and social crisis. It has been 

argued that allegations of the responsibility of the black population for a variety of social 

ills detract attention away from the actual causes of crisis and reinforces processes of 

exclusion and inequality. The impact of these arguments is weakened because they have 

not been supported by empirical evidence from the groups who are directly involved. 

For example, they appear to assume that the groups who are identified as being 

responsible for criminalising black people are collectively aware of what they are doing 

and why they are doing it. Thus, although these arguments help to explain 

criminalisation at a structural level, they also neglect the processes of criminalisation 

which occur during and as a result of everyday social contact between black people and 

the police. The following subsection demonstrates how the assessment of the media's 

contribution also focuses exclusively on processes at the structural level. 
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1.5.3 The role of the media 

It has been argued that the white majority is persuaded to blame the black 

minority for various social ills through the creation of public concern regarding a number 

of issues. These have sometimes been labelled 'moral panics' although the applicability 

of this label is a matter of contention (Waddington, 1986). Political debates have 

focused on the category of 'black youth' and the associated topics of 'mugging', drugs 

and, more recently, urban disorder. The media has sustained an instrumental role in 

facilitating these debates and has arguably pre-empted debate in a number of cases. The 

public perception of alienated and disaffected black youth was fuelled by the intensive 

media reporting of serious disturbances between the police and young people at the 

Notting Hill Carnivals of 1976 and 1977 (Jackson, 1988; Solomos, 1993). However, it 

has been argued that, by this time, the young black 'mugger' had been politically 

constructed as the public's main enemy signalling Britain's moral and economic decline 

(Hall et aI, 1978; Gilroy & Lawrence, 1988). More recent debates regarding the 

association of young black men and street crime have reinforced the idea that 'mugging' 

is synonymous with second and third generation black criminality. The perceived 

association of black culture, particularly Rastafarianism, with drugs also complements 

the idea of an inherently criminal sub-culture within the black population (Gilroy, 1982; 

Gilroy & Lawrence, 1988; Cashmore & Troyna, 1990). The black population is 

frequently identified with hard drugs, despite evidence to the contrary, and, with no 

supporting evidence, the media portray dealers and users as being predominately black 

(Silverman, 1993). 

The alleged disproportionate involvement of young black people in crime set a 

precedent for the social and political interpretation of the urban disturbances during the 

1980s. As a result of the conservative perspective on collective violence favoured by 

the government, the crisis which resulted in the disturbances was simplistically reduced 

to a crisis of law and order (Joshua & Wall ace, 1983; Benyon, 1984; Benyon & 

Solomos, 1987). This interpretation took precedence in the media's reporting of the 

disturbances. The popular press in particular reported the lawlessness of black youths. 

"The strength of these images was particularly clear during July 1981 
when headlines proclaimed the hatred that blacks had for the police, their 
alienation or detachment from the mainstream values of British society 
and the growth of racial tension in certain important localities" (Solomos, 
1993: IS 1). 
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The constant and inevitable threat of a supposedly latent black criminality was re­

emphasised and this legitimated the increased militarisation of the police (Gutzmore, 

1983). Again, the police were seen to be monopolising upon the perceived need to 

protect the majority from the dangerous black minority. It is maintained that the police 

achieved significant gains during the 1980s by appearing to lose the battle against law 

and order (Benyon & Bourn, 1986; Cashmore & McLaughlin, 1991; McConville et ai, 

1991). The media arguably played a considerable role in creating and sustaining this 

perception. 

Overall, the media is understood to have greatly contributed to the formation of 

the white majority's apparent perception of a black lawless minority. This perception is 

said to have been beneficial to the police because it has resulted in a largely uncontested 

increase in their powers. This argument is flawed mainly because it makes 

unsubstantiated assertions regarding the ability of the media to influence the opinions of 

its audience. It assumes that audiences are human 'sponges' that unquestioningly absorb 

the messages conveyed to them. The criminalisation of black people is likely to be 

better understood by examining how they are negatively racialised during and as a result 

of everyday social encounters with the police and other criminal justice agencies. This 

necessitates obtaining the perspectives of relevant individuals. However, it has been 

argued that an alternative understanding of police gains can be achieved by considering 

how black people are criminalised spatially. This argument is explored in the next 

subsection. 

1.5.4 The spatial context of the criminalisation of black people 

A number of commentators have claimed that the gains achieved by the police 

are in fact better understood by exploring the spatial context of the criminalisation of 

black people. Residential segregation is a medium for the reproduction of racialised 

inequality and symbolises, together with the imagery associated with it, black people's 

exclusion from some of the basic rights of citizenship (Smith, 1989). The construction 

of separate racialised group areas serves to constrain, restrict, monitor and regulate 

urban space and those who experience it (Goldberg, 1993). Black people experience 

urban space disproportionately to white people because the overwhelming majority of 

the black population is city dwelling (Peach, Robinson & Smith, 1981). Historically, the 

concentration of black people in cities was a consequence of various political and social 
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processes which restricted newly-arrived immigrants to settling in particular areas. 

These included, with reference to housing, the availability of inexpensive 

accommodation and the racialised restrictions imposed by a number of agencies 

including housing associations and local councils (Rex & Moore, 1967~ Pryce, 1986~ 

lones, 1993). Evidence suggests that residential segregation is becoming more potent in 

late twentieth century Britain (Smith, 1989: 172). This is interpreted as having 

multifarious negative implications for the black population not least because the 'inner 

city' is replete with symbolism which reinforces the criminalisation of black people. 

The association of the 'inner city' with black people, particularly African­

Caribbeans, and criminality is not new because the areas in which post-1945 immigrants 

settled rapidly became identified as localities with crime-related behaviour (Pryce, 1986; 

Solomos, 1988). According to Solomos (1988), this ensured that, by the early 1970s, 

the stereotype of areas of Mrican-Caribbean settlement as criminal areas was deeply 

entrenched in police mythology. The stereotype is thought to have formed due to the 

dominant problem-centred approach to these areas. The approach focuses on the 

supposed characteristics of the inhabitants as opposed to the structural inequalities 

which perpetuate areas of deprivation (Hall et al. 1978; Solomos, 1988: 1993). It 

legitimates the differential policing of 'inner city' areas and so reinforces the conflict 

relationship between the police and the black population. For example, Keith, who 

focused specifically on Mrican-Caribbeans, argued that this approach enabled Sir 

Kenneth Newman, the former head of the Metropolitan Police, to refer to 'symbolic 

locations' which euphemistically and contentiously meant high crime rate areas with an 

inevitably high concentration of black residents (Keith, 1993). 

By focusing on crime, the geographical and historical depth of this conflict can 

arguably be misrepresented (Keith & Murji, 1990: 119). Keith examined relevant events 

at three of Newman's 'symbolic locations'. As a result, he maintained that police racism 

and black resistance existed long before black people were criminalised. 

"All of these events precipitated conflict and confrontation with the local 
police, almost nOlle of them had anything to do with thieving or any form 
of serious criminal activity" (Keith, 1993 :49). 

Thus, Keith suggests that the real history of police-black conflict has been ignored in 

order to invent a history which presupposes black criminality. The criminalisation of 

black people has been possible through an ahistorical interpretation of the main areas of 

black settlement. This means that criminalising black people diverts attention away from 
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examining the basis of the taken-for-granted conflict-ridden relationship between the 

police and the black population. Keith concluded that it has been necessary in order to 

justify disproportionate proactive policing in these areas which in turn serves to 

reinforce the image of the black population as an alien, threatening presence. 

The symbolic threat of violent disorder, which was frequently linked to crime in 

political and social discourse, became a reality during the Notting Hill Carnivals of 1976 

and 1977 (Solomos, 1993). These instances of collective violence represented a 

watershed in the history of police-black relations. They indicated that black people were 

being policed differently and provided an early warning of the urban disturbances during 

the 1980s (Gilroy, 1987: 1993; Jackson, 1988). The disturbances were reported as being 

associated with black criminality. This rapidly enabled them to be defined as an aspect 

of the black threat to law and order (Benyon & Solomos, 1987; Solomos, 1988; Cook & 

Hudson, 1993). The potential creation of police 'no-go areas' and the possibility of 

creating US style ghettos were fears cited by the media, the police and politicians 

following the disturbances (Keith, 1993). Accordingly, one of Lord Scarman's 

recommendations, and arguably the recommendation most enthusiastically pursued, 

involved introducing new methods of policing which would include better equipment 

and tactics for handling collective violence (Benyon, 1984). 

When further disturbances occurred during 1985, the widespread acceptance of 

the law and order argument ensured that the government could legitimately highlight the 

need for tougher policing against criminal activities (Solomos, 1988). Again, it follows 

that the criminalisation of black people proved extremely advantageous to the police. 

Cross and Keith (1993) have implied that these advantages continue to be evident during 

the 1990s. They argued that the Safer Cities Programme insinuates that cities are not 

safe and provides legitimation for increased formal structures of surveillance. If this 

interpretation is correct, the implications for black people are negative due to the 

professed link between unsafe cities and black crime. 

In summary, it is argued that the criminalisation of black people through space 

contributes to the general perception of an inherent black criminality. It misrepresents 

the nature of the conflict between negatively racialised groups and the police and 

provides justification for increasingly repressive police powers and procedures. In order 

to further validate this theory, it is necessary to consider how far the racialisation of 

crime is reflected in everyday perceptions of crime-prone areas by both the police and 
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the negatively racialised groups being policed. The next subsection assesses the extent 

to which the problem-centred view of black people, discussed so far, has been reflected 

in some of the academic work which aims to investigate the link, if any, between 'race' 

and crime. 

1.5.5 The crime statistics 

The question of why black people are over-represented in the crime statistics has 

been integral to criminological research and has generated numerous explanations. 

Again, this research has focused mainly on African-Caribbeans. The unresolved issue of 

whether, or not, black people commit more crime lies at the centre of criminological 

debate. There is no firm evidence that black people are more likely than white people to 

commit crime or that the size of the black population is related to the level of recorded 

crime in an area (Stevens & Willis, 1979~ Albrecht, 1981). Despite this, the majority of 

commentators have concluded that higher offending behaviour is at least part of the 

explanation for higher arrest rates among black people (Stevens and Willis, 1979; Smith, 

1983; Lea & Young, 1984~ Reiner, 1985, Benyon, 1986). A division within radical 

criminology over whether there is a 'real' problem of black crime or whether the real 
, 

problem is the criminalisation of black people highlights the difficulty of achieving a 

satisfactory explanation (Cook & Hudson, 1993). 

For those commentators who have concluded that there is a 'real' crime problem 

among black people, the role of relative deprivation, and associated social problems, is 

emphasised. They have regarded high black offending as unsurprising because known 

offenders are disproportionately drawn from manual workers, the unemployed and the 

socially deprived in general (Crow, 1987; Lea & Young, 1993; lefferson, 1991). 

However, lefferson acknowledged that Asian people, who are under-represented in 

arrest rates, represent a significant and currently inexplicable anomaly. He suggested the 

potential influence of cultural factors but accepted that the link between deprivation and 

offending is complicated, even though it is not straightforwardly refuted, by this research 

finding (Jefferson, 1991). The centrality of culture to the explanations advanced by 

proponents of the 'real' crime problem theory has been criticised. Culture is relied on as 

a medium through which social injustice is transformed into criminal behaviour. As a 

result, the idea of cultural pathology legitimates the criminalisation of black people 

(Keith & Murji, 1990). 
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Commentators who question the existence of a real crime problem among black 

people have highlighted the ways in which both crime and the criminal population are 

politically and socially constructed (e.g. Hall et aI, 1978; Hall, 1980; CCCS, 1982). The 

notorious inaccuracy of police statistics has been attributed to their inability to reflect 

the wide variety of factors that determine who is arrested and charged. For example, 

they cannot reveal any police bias in the treatment of suspects or any public bias in 

reporting crime and co-operating with the police (Gutzmore, 1983; Bhat et ai, 1988). 

"Rather than assuming a priori that 'race' will not affect the production 
of arrest statistics, it might be hypothesized that the activity of agents 
(such as police officers) working within an institutionally racist society is 
likely to produce an effect which has a racial bias" (Bowling, 1990:489). 

Research which incorporates the tenuous assumption that 'race' has no influence on the 

production of arrest statistics has therefore been condemned as being intrinsically 

inaccurate. 

The debate regarding whether, or not, black people commit more crime can be 

criticised in a similar way to the search for pure discrimination in the criminal justice 

system. In short, it is ultimately irresolvable due to the methodological impossibility of 

determining pure criminality. It has arguably contributed to the criminalisation of black 

people by ensuring that the link between 'race' and crime remains a politically and 

socially expedient topic for discussion. It detracts attention away from considering the 

ways in which the individuals concerned experience and understand the relationship 

between black people and the criminal justice agencies. For example, it is necessary to 

consider whether these individuals identify a 'real' crime problem among black people 

and, if so, to examine their explanations for it. This facilitates an understanding of how 

the day-to-day encounters between black people and the police are predicated on 

notions of black criminality. Examining the perspectives of appropriate individuals also 

precludes the assumption that black people are automatically and unavoidably 

criminalised. It is more likely to reveal the specific contexts within which criminalisation 

occurs. 

1.5.6 Conclusion 

This section has discussed how and why black people are reported to be a 

criminalised population. It has provided an overview of the main theories which suggest 

that it is economically, politically and socially expedient to racialise crime. It has 

demonstrated the tendency of theorists to focus on these processes at the structural level 
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without considering how these processes also occur at the level of the individual. 

Similarly, the arguments regarding the link between 'race' and crime fail to consider 

how the relationship between black people and criminal justice agencies is understood by 

the individuals concerned. 

It is clear that empirical research within the specific context of an appropriate 

black voluntary organisation can help to address this imbalance. It enables an 

investigation of how processes of racialisation inform the contact between black people 

and criminal justice agencies and how these processes occur during, and as a result of. 

contact. This can then be linked to processes that occur at the structural level in order 

to provide a more comprehensive picture. The relationship between black people and 

the police is another area that requires detailed empirical research. This is discussed in 

the final section. 

1.6 The relationship between black people and the police 

1.6.1 Introduction 

The relationship between black people and the police is widely reported to be 

one of endemic conflict and tension. The urban disturbances of the 1980s were 

interpreted as the culmination of at least two decades of the differential policing of 

Britain's African-Caribbean population in particular (Benyon, 1984: 1986; Benyon & 

Solomos, 1987; Bhat et ai, 1988; Keith, 1993). This section summarises the substantial 

literature covering police-black relations. It is summarised here in order to consider two 

central issues. The second subsection examines the attempts of theorists to explain the 

hostile nature of the relationship between black people and the police. The inadequacy 

of existing theories is highlighted. Subsection three assesses the extent to which existing 

research satisfactorily establishes the nature of and reasons for the relationship between 

black people and the police. 

The third subsection is crucial because the literature reveals that the people who 

are directly involved in this relationship are rarely asked for their interpretation. There is 

a tendency to assume that all police-black encounters are hostile or potentially hostile. 

Black people and the police are regarded as having no common interests and, as a result,' 

there is reported to be an immovable divide between them. As a direct consequence of 

this interpretation, all black people are understood to regard all police officers as being 
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racist and all police officers are understood to regard all black people as being potential 

criminals at the very least. This conclusion oversimplifies an extremely complex 

relationship and is inadequate if it is used, without sufficient empirical evidence, to 

indicate the central characteristics of police-black encounters. 

The available empirical evidence is critically examined in order to determine how 

far it supports the assumption of endemic conflict between black people and the police. 

Overall, the aim of this section is to demonstrate how a black voluntary organisation 

working within the criminal justice arena provides a much needed opportunity to 

investigate the understanding of those individuals who directly experience the 

relationshi p. 

Again, the literature included in this section generally refers to the African­

Caribbean population. However, empirical research must include Britain's Asian 

population because, in recent years, a less than satisfactory relationship has been 

reported between Asian people and the police. Asian people have collectively protested 

against the lukewarm police response to racist attacks and have articulated the right to 

defend themselves (Holdaway, 1996). The widespread mobilisation of the Asian 

population around this issue demonstrates how the nature and form of police-black 

conflict changes over time. As with the African-Caribbean population, evidence of 

differential policing, albeit in a different way, has resulted in a perceived deterioration in 

the relationship between Asian people and the police. 

1.6.2 Police-black relations: the main theories 

A traditional Marxist analysis understands the police to be agents of the ruling 

classes (Hall et aI, 1978; Cohen, 1979). This means that the disadvantaged structural 

position of black people in a capitalist society ensures that they are inevitably among 

those who have to be policed. It follows that the relationship between black people and 

the police will never be harmonious. The ultimate role of the police is to enforce and 

protect an unjust social order and therefore any attempt at impartiality is a pretence 

(Holdaway, 1979; Keith, 1993). The Marxist interpretation relies heavily on the 

influence of factors at the structural level and, as a result, it tends to neglect the role of 

human agency. The police are not simply agents of the state. They have the 

discretionary freedom to impose their own interpretations of the police role on those of 

the decision-makers (Holdaway, 1979:5). In terms of policing black people, they 
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therefore have the discretionary freedom to influence both the outcome of police-black 

encounters and the nature of their relationship with black people more generally. 

As a result, several theories of police racism have been advanced by 

commentators. These are inadequate because they are ahistorical and simply rei£Y the 

problem of police racism (Keith, 1993: 15). For example, the so-called 'rotten apple' 

theory places the blame on the personal prejudices of individual police officers. Another 

theory blames the apparently racist 'canteen sub-culture' of the police (Gordon, 1983; 

Cook & Hudson, 1993; Keith, 1993). Police Racism Awareness Training incorporates 

these theories because it targets police attitudes and behaviour without considering the 

wider social and political context of policing the black population (Home Office, 1983; 

Southgate, 1984). Keith has argued that encounters between black people and the 

police are racist in their effect because the racialisation of crime is a direct consequence 

of police behaviour. He explained, 

"Such behaviour, not deliberately racist by intention, is manifestly racist 
in effect, criminalization being not "the fault" of police officers concerned 
but still the direct consequence of their behaviour" (1993: 198). 

This means that police behaviour does not have to be intrinsically racist in order to 

produce a racist outcome. Theories of police racism are therefore tantamount to 

suggesting that the symptoms rather than the cause of the problem should be addressed. 

They provide little evidence of the reasons why the relationship between black people 

and the police deteriorated. Evidence of the mistreatment of black people by the police 

is more indicative of the cause. 

From the 1950s to the present day, the police have consistently been criticised 

for their apparently harsh treatment of the black population. By the late 1960s, a 

number of specific complaints against the police emerged, none of which could be 

justified by the alleged criminality of the black population. First, the police were 

reported as using excessive physical force when dealing with black suspects (Humphry, 

1972; Gordon, 1983; Solomos, 1993). Second, young black people were reported as 

being repeatedly harassed by the police because they were perceived to be a 'problem' 

group (Solomos, 1988). Third, unacceptable police attitudes and behaviour were 

understood to be perpetuating the myth regarding black criminality (Solomos, 1993). 

These complaints are evident in Gus John's much quoted study of Handsworth in 1970. 

He concluded that a massive breakdown in relations between black people and the 
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police was imminent (John, 1970). Police mistreatment of the black population 

therefore understandably led to a deterioration in police-black relations. 

Within the relevant literature, widespread misuse of Section 4 of the Vagrancy 

Act 1824 is perhaps the most frequently cited example of police malpractice with 

reference to black people (e.g. Moore, 1975~ Gordon, 1983~ Benyon & Bourn, 1984). 

Under this section, a person could be charged with loitering with the intent to commit an 

arrestable offence. The charge was known as 'sussing' and was repealed in 1981 

following a great deal of controversy over its use in arresting young black people (Small, 

1983). It appeared that, for the police, simply being black constituted reasonable 

grounds for suspicion (Stone, 1986). This explanation remains pertinent because black 

people are still considered to be treated automatically with suspicion by the police. The 

disproportionate number of black people featuring in police stop and search statistics 

appears to support this contention (Fitzgerald, 1993). 

Police surveillance of the black population in general is an important source of 

mutual hostility and suspicion. The associated activities of police Special Patrol Groups 

(SPG's) during the 1970s are reported to have caused an enormous amount of 

resentment among black people. It appeared that the black population had become the 

unjustifiable target of exercises in differential, saturation policing. These exercises are 

understood to have contributed to the severity of the deterioration in police-black 

relations (Blom-Cooper & Drabble, 1982~ Gordon, 1983). For example, the saturation 

exercise labelled SWAMP '81 in Brixton is thought to have been a significant precursor 

to the disturbances there (Blom-Cooper & Drabble, 1982; Benyon, 1984). 

The widespread disturbances in Britain's cities during the 1980s generated a 

great deal of comment and discussion. They were frequently interpreted as the 

culmination of many years of police mistreatment of black people. The police were 

understood to be legitimate targets for those participating because they were perceived 

as a hostile force guilty of discrimination, harassment and general malpractice (Benyon, 

1984: 1986; Benyon & Solomos, 1987; Bhat, 1988). Lord Scarman viewed police-black 

relations in Brixton as 'a tale of failure' even though he contentiously denied that 

institutional police practices were racialised (Scarman, 1986). Entrenched mistrust and 

hostility towards the police, particularly by young people, was reported to be one 

common characteristic of the areas where the disturbances occurred (Benyon & 
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Solomos, 1987:34). The disturbances therefore provoked serious criticism of the police 

and served to highlight the continuing hostility between them and black people. 

In summary, the relationship between black people and the police is reported to 

have deteriorated mainly as a consequence of the understanding that the black 

population is policed differently to the white population. However, the arguments 

included in this subsection lack the support of detailed empirical research and, as a 

result, they tend to neglect the perspectives of the two groups involved. 

These perspectives can be examined by exploring how individuals from the two 

groups understand the meaning of 'race' through their involvement in an appropriate 

black voluntary organisation. Their understanding is likely to be influenced by the way 

in which they experience and interpret police-black relations. An empirical investigation 

is likely to reveal the main sources of information used in forming this understanding. 

The relative importance of immediate experiences compared with, for example, media 

reporting can be assessed. An empirical investigation of this kind can also assess what 

individuals regard as being the main sources of police-black hostility, who they regard as 

being responsible for it and how they believe hostility can be reduced. This will 

contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of police- black relations. The 

following subsection highlights the limitations of the empirical studies completed on this 

subject and suggests further how these limitations can be overcome. 

1.6.3 The results of empirical studies 

Police-black relations have been the subject of a number of empirical studies. 

These studies reveal that the assumption of endemic conflict conceals a more complex 

relationship. Hostility is evident but it does not wholly account for the ways in which 

black people understand the police. For example, an influential Policy Studies Institute 

(PSI) study entitled 'Police and People in London' concluded that hostile views do not 

indicate a complete rejection of the system of policing. Black people desire and make 

use of police services but are highly critical of the services received (Smith & Gray, 

1983). A study in Manchester in 1981 concluded that the experiences of black and 

white people were remarkable for their similarities as opposed to their differences (Tuck 

& Southgate, 1981). A more recent study of young men in selected areas of Leeds 

revealed that white and black attitudes to the police may be more similar than is 

generally implied (Jefferson & Walker, 1993). An analysis of the influence of 'race' on 
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being stopped by the police concluded that black and white people are equally likely to 

be calm and civil to the police during contact (Norris et ai, 1992). These studies are 

also relevant because they reveal that some hostility and suspicion is present in terms of 

both black and white experiences of and attitudes towards the police. 

However, the black men in the Leeds survey had an overall more negative 

perception of the police than their white counterparts (Jefferson & Walker" 1993). 

Similarly, a series of Home Office surveys regarding public satisfaction with police 

services discovered that seventy-six per cent of white respondents believed that the 

police do a very or fairly good job. This percentage compares unfavourably with a 

figure of sixty-two per cent for Asians and fifty-two per cent for black respondents 

(Southgate & Crisp, 1992). Similarly, black people make more complaints against the 

police than white people per head of population. They are also less likely to withdraw 

their complaints (Stevens & Willis, 1981). Each of these studies is supported by Small's 

research finding that young African-Caribbean people have a severe lack of confidence 

in the police (Small, 1983). They reveal discernible differences in the attitudes of black 

and white people towards the police. 

Evidence of differences in black and white attitudes does not, however, support 

the assumption of endemic conflict in police-black relations. Differences over space and 

time produce a more complex picture. These include the ethnic and social composition 

and history of the local black population as well as the methods of policing adopted in a 

particular area (Keith, 1993). They result in differences in the ways in which black 

people understand their relationship with the police. For example, the study in 

Manchester may be contrasted with the PSI study because it reported little difference in 

black and white experiences of contact with the police (Tuck & Southgate, 1981 ~ Smith 

& Gray, 1983; Crow, 1987). This means that spatial and temporal differences may have 

contributed to a more conflict-ridden relationship in the London area. 

The PSI study has, however, been criticised for regarding policing as the sole 

stimulus for police-black conflict (Waters, 1990:54-5). This criticism introduces the 

possibility that details of the research methodology can effect the outcome. By placing 

policing at the centre of their analysis, the PSI researchers did not effectively take into 

account other potentially relevant factors in their research design. The relationship 

between black people and the police cannot be understood fully without reference to the 
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wider social and political context which both sustains racialised inequalities and 

influences policing. 

The wider context within which black people are policed must therefore be 

considered in conjunction with past policing strategies. A study by Gaskell (1986) 

revealed that young black men are not anti-police simply because they regard the police 

as symbols of an oppressive white society, Similarly, a high level of unemployment 

among them is not the sole contributory factor. He concluded that the way in which the 

black population is understood to have been policed has an important influence on their 

attitudes (see also Field, 1984). A crucial, related empirical issue relates to how this 

understanding is achieved. 

Tuck and Southgate's study of Manchester failed to discover clear evidence to 

support the complaints of black people regarding excessive police attention. As a result, 

they concluded, 

"The relative lack of clear evidence for West Indian complaints about 
excessive police attention suggests that rumour and hearsay may play a 
part in creating discontent" (1981 :44). 

This suggestion is related to the argument that the collective experience of racialised 

discrimination has produced a kind of collective consciousness which transcends the 

particular experiences of individuals (Jefferson, 1991). This means that the nature of the 

relationship between black people and the police is not solely dependent on immediate 

experiences and is not necessarily an accurate reflection of police behaviour (Jeiferson, 

1993). 

Police-black relations crucially depend on an understanding of how the police are 

perceived to treat members of a specific racialised group. The literature does not 

adequately explain how this understanding is formed. Empirical evidence does not 

cover the relative importance in the formation of perceptions of, for example, the media, 

localised examples of police-black conflict and police treatment of racialised groups 

nationally and more widely. Additionally, it fails to examine how available discourses of 

racialised discrimination and injustice influence perceptions of policing (Jefferson, 1993). 

The explanation of rumour and hearsay is insufficient because it fails to identify the 

specific processes through which information is obtained and disseminated among the 

black population. 

In summary, the literature reveals that black people's perceptions of the police 

are generally less favourable than those of white people. This does not, however, 
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straightforwardly support the assertion that police-black relations are characterised by 

endemic conflict. First, differences over space and time help to determine the extent to 

which hostility is evident. Additionally, the wider social and political context within 

which black people are policed is a significant determining factor. These must be 

examined together with past policing strategies because the way in which black people 

are understood to have been policed features significantly in the formation of their 

associated attitudes. 

Empirical evidence is also required in order to reveal how the acquisition and 

dissemination of information regarding police practices is achieved and how this results 

in a specific understanding of police attitudes and behaviour. There is plenty of evidence 

to suggest that black people have been policed differently to white people but the 

associated assumption that all police-black encounters are inevitably conflict-based is 

simplistic. The ways in which black people achieve an understanding of policing 

therefore need to be determined if the relationship between black people and the police 

is to be better understood. 

1.6.4 Conclusion 

This section has highlighted the need for detailed empirical research into the 

nature of and associated reasons for the relationship between black people and the 

police. It has drawn attention to the tendency of commentators to neglect the 

perspectives of the two groups involved. It has argued that black people's negative 

perceptions of the police do not necessarily result in hostile encounters. This 

assumption can be tested empirically by considering how the relationship is understood 

by the individuals concerned and how this particular understanding is applied to different 

situations. A relevant black voluntary organisation provides an ideal context within 

which to examine the perspectives of both black people and the police. It enables an in­

depth exploration of the specific processes through which each group establishes an 

understanding of the other. 

1.7 Review of the literature: conclusion 

The four sections comprising the literature review have demonstrated how 

empirical research within the context of a black voluntary organisation, the Black Justice 
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Project, could address important sociological questions regarding volunteering among 

black people, the racialisation of identity and criminal justice. This has been achieved by 

highlighting the weaknesses of existing studies and theories and explaining how these 

can be addressed by studying the meaning and role of 'race' in this specific social 

context. In doing so, the literature review has also described and analysed the general 

context within which the BJP worked. 

Thus, the first central aim of the research was to produce much-needed empirical 

evidence regarding how volunteers understand the meaning and role of 'race' as they 

participate in a black voluntary organisation. This included investigating the reasons 

why people decided to volunteer for the BIP and their related interpretation of it. 

The research's second central aim was to examine how the volunteers 

understood their identity to be racialised in relation to other black and white people both 

within the project and beyond. The research therefore concentrated on the construction 

of racialised similarities and differences. This involved assessing the extent to which the 

notion of racialised communities was significant as well as considering the formation and 

negotiation of racialised boundaries. In doing so, the research aimed to determine what 

makes a unified collective response among different negatively racialised groups 

possible. 

Finally, the research aimed to analyse the nature of the relationship between 

black people and the police, a crucial criminal justice agency, by focusing on the 

understanding of individuals involved in the relationship. It therefore aimed to provide a 

balance to research and theories of crime and criminalisation which tend to focus on 

processes of racialisation at the structural level only. Thus, the research focused on how 

relevant individuals negotiate, challenge and transform these processes during the course 

of everyday social encounters. 

By fulfilling these three central aims, it was anticipated that the research would 

more accurately assess the extent of the BJP's apparent success. At face value, the 

project appeared to be extremely successful in recruiting and retaining volunteers, in 

securing the support of a number of key statutory organisations and generally 

maintaining an harmonious and productive relationship with those who contributed to its 

operation. However, as Chapter Four will begin to demonstrate, the project's success 

was neither straightforward or unproblematic. 
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Chapter Two 
J 

Research Methodology 

Chapter Two is divided into three main sections covering the research design, 

the research process and the ethics and politics of the research. It aims to provide a 

broad overview of my research methodology in an accurate and detailed manner. 

Section 2.2 begins by considering the epistemological and theoretical issues 

which underpin the choice of qualitative methods as the most appropriate form of 

research for the study of processes of racialisation. It summarises the qualitative 

researcher's perspective of the social world and examines critically what constitutes 

evidence and knowledge for those of us who adopt this perspective. Next, the benefits 

of the semi-structured interview are examined in order to establish why it was the most 

useful method for realising the aims and objectives of the research. Finally, the issue of 

researcher participation is discussed as a way of explaining and defending the extent to 

which I became involved with the organisation which formed the basis of my research. 

The main stages of the research's development are summarised in the third 

section. The stages are reviewed chronologically and the section therefore begins with 

choosing the site and gaining access, followed by sampling, the interview schedule, the 

venue, data recording and, finally, data analysis. It must be stressed that these stages are 

by no means discrete. They are treated as such here purely for ease of reference. 

Finally, relevant ethical and political issues are addressed. First, my ethical 

position as a white researcher studying a black organisation is examined. Second, the 

question 'whose side am Ion?' is considered in order to establish my ethical 

responsibilities to both the individual research participants and the Black Justice Project 

more generally. Finally, the chapter is concluded by calling into question the notion that 

sociological research can ever be value-free. 



Research Methodology: 49 

2.2 The research design 

2.2.1 A qualitative methodology: The interpretive approach 

The aim of this subsection is to establish why the objectives of the research, to 

explore the meaning of 'race' and how it is related to racialised identity in a specific 

social context, were ideally suited to a qualitative methodology. First, it argues that 

qualitative research methods were most appropriate for this research project specifically 

because they enabled a focus on the experiences and interpretations of relevant 

individuals in a particular social setting. Thus, it explains how qualitative research is 

useful because, 

"... satisfactory explanations of social activities require a substantial 
appreciation of the perspectives, culture and world-views of the actors 
involved" (All an, 1991: 178). 

It then describes and responds to the main criticisms of the qualitative approach to 

research. However, in order to explain satisfactorily the merits of adopting qualitative 

methods for the purpose of studying processes of racialisation, the section begins by 

establishing how they are distinguishable from the quantitative alternative. 

Quantitative methods of research are usually associated with the positivist 

tradition. This tradition informed the beliefs of early social theorists. August Comte, 

the so-called founding father of sociology, defined the task of the discipline as explaining 

the laws of progress and social order. For Comte, the successful completion of this task 

depended on sociologists adopting the method of observation, experimentation and 

comparison which had been used so successfully in the natural sciences (Coser, 1977:5). 

This methodological approach was accepted by Durkheim who argued that the aim of 

sociology is to establish principles that have the same objective status as natural 

scientific laws (Giddens, 1977:38). 

This approach is manifestly unsuited to a research design that does not seek to 

evaluate and generate facts and laws in the sense of, for example, investigating the 

relationship between minority ethnic origin and the sentences passed in British courts of 

law. It cannot be adopted to determine the nature of the relationship and related 

understanding between individuals in a specific social setting. This means that it cannot 

be used to determine the meaning of 'race' as it is understood by the individuals 

involved. 
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The 'received' view of science, to which Comte and Durkheim subscribed, has 

since been exposed as a methodologically naive attempt to establish universal 'truths' in 

a detached, neutral manner. Although it is unlikely that quantitative researchers 

maintain a strictly positivist position today, they have a fundamentally different approach 

to that of qualitative researchers. As well as evaluating and generating facts and laws, 

quantitative researchers aim to produce interval or ordinal data which can be subjected 

to statistical manipulation. The researched are defined as objects with given properties, 

such as attitudes, which can, with care, be measured (Allan, 1991: 177-8). This 

approach is undoubtedly inappropriate to the study of racialised identity primarily 

because social identity cannot, in any straightforward way, be measured. A 

comprehensive examination of racialised identity requires in-depth exploration of both 

the relevant experiences of individuals and the meanings they attach to different social 

situations. This cannot be achieved by simply measuring their attitudes. 

It can be achieved by adopting research methods that are under-pinned by 

sociological theory which advocates the importance of the interpretation and therefore 

meaning of social behaviour. For the qualitative researcher, the self is not pre-supposed 

and cannot represent a simple unit of analysis to be discovered under laboratory-style 

conditions of experimentation. It can only be understood in terms of its relationship 

with the social whereby meanings are attached to behaviour in the process of interaction 

(Bryman, 1988:54). This reflects George Simmel's belief that the unity of society is not 

something detachable from the individual's sense of belonging to it (Simmel, 1971). A 

similar idea is found in the work of G. H. Mead who argued that the self is inherently 

social in nature and must therefore be considered as part of the whole social process 

(Baldwin, 1986: 106). Simmel and Mead were a great influence on the Chicago School's 

development of symbolic interactionism as a useful method of qualitative research. 

Their arguments are equally applicable to qualitative research methods in general. 

The qualitative researcher's conceptualisation of the self is crucial to the 

effective study of the racialisation of identity. It encourages a focus on the social 

processes whereby individuals are negatively or positively racialised as a result of the 

meanings attached to behaviour during the course of everyday interaction. It highlights 

the importance of investigating how identity is negotiated, achieved and transformed in 

creating a self which is a unity of individual and social elements. 
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In summary, for the reasons outlined above, this research project was conducted 

in the interpretive as opposed to the positivist tradition. Interpretive methods provided 

the most satisfactory methodological framework within which to realise the research 

objectives. 

In order to examine the main criticisms of interpretive research methods, it is 

necessary to consider what constitutes evidence and knowledge to the qualitative 

researcher. A central criticism of qualitative research is that it has no firm grounds on 

which to legitimate its interpretation of the social world. As a result, it is argued that 

methods of qualitative research generate invalid evidence and knowledge due to their 

biased, subjective and unsystematic nature. These claims will be addressed here by 

examining the specific scientific frame of reference used by qualitative researchers to 

defend the academic status of their statements. 

A central aim of sociology as a discipline is to make the familiar unfamiliar. For 

qualitative research in particular, common-sense interpretations of reality are rejected in 

order to investigate the ways in which meanings are constructed and applied in various 

social circumstances. This reflects Wittgenstein's statement that, 

"The aspects of things that are most important for us are hidden because 
of their simplicity and familiarity" (Wittgenstein, 1968: para 129). 

For example, the police officers interviewed for this research insisted that, due to the 

very nature of their job, 'race' has no meaning as they carry out their duties. Qualitative 

methods of research were successfully employed to demonstrate that 'race' does in fact 

have meaning during the course of their work. Richard Jenkins has usefully 

distinguished between folk models and analytical models in order to emphasise the 

academic status of the qualitative researcher's interpretations. 

" ... analytical models should be capable of including the contradictions 
between differing folk models within their scope~ social scientists often 
have access to a broader, more heterogeneous stock of information about 
a given situation than do lay actors~ and social science models, unlike 
most folk models, are explicitly intended to be explanatory and 
communicative" (1987:154-5). 

These analytic models succeed because they are informed by a substantial body of 

sociological theory and knowledge. For example, the analytical model referred to in the 

thesis as the custody officers' presentation of their role reflects a broad body of 

sociological knowledge regarding the police occupational culture and the operational 

norms of policing (see Chapters Four and Five). 
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Furthermore, sociology is a disciplined and systematic approach to interpreting 

social reality particularly because sociologists have well-established rules regarding how 

to proceed. As Berger and Kellner have noted, 

"If I am not an ordinary observer but a sociologist, the process of 
interpretation is different in that I am, or should be, much more aware of 
the dynamics of this interaction, and therefore more in control of it. 
Also, qua sociologist, I am subject to explicit and implicit rules as to how 
to proceed - the 'rules of the game'" (1981:42). 

There is a tradition of qualitative research to which the inexperienced researcher can 

refer in preparation for fieldwork. The observations of Berger and Kellner provided 

useful preparation for this research. For example, they have referred to the specifically 

sociological act of listening which involves distancing, in order to attain a greater sense 

of control and open-mindedness, and disengaging, in order to suspend personal views 

(Berger & KelIner, 1981 :32&76). The latter was particularly important for my 

fieldwork with the police officers as any expression of my disapproval regarding their 

views could have jeopardised the success of the interview. 

In addition to this, the apparently precarious validity of qualitative research is 

successfully refuted by examining the scientific frame of reference used by qualitative 

researchers. Methods of qualitative research produce valid data because, 

"A valid account is one which can be defended as sound because it is 
well-grounded conceptually and empirically" (Dey, 1993 :228). 

Sociological concepts are crucial in that they represent the means by which common­

sense versions of reality are transformed into sociological understanding. Within the 

context of this research, Weber's methodological tool of the 'ideal-type' was relevant in 

translating the custody officer's understanding of their job into a sociological 

conceptualisation of it. Thus, the officers' presentation of their role was conceptualised 

as a kind of ideal-type of policing which does not exist in reality but which is crucial to 

the officers' interpretation of their job (for an explanation of Weber's methodological 

tool see Giddens, 1971:142). 

The strength of the qualitative researcher's interpretations also depends 

ultimately on the support of empirical evidence. Sociology is essentially an empirical 

discipline and its legitimacy is secured by ensuring that every interpretation is validated 

by substantial empirical evidence. Thus, each research finding presented in the main 

body of the thesis is supported by numerous extracts from the data collected. 
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The validity of this evidence is sustained further by the constant search for 

falsifying data. Gilbert has explained why the strategy of falsification is important. 

"First, by directing attention to 'awkward cases' it helps to improve 
theories. Second, it has been argued that it is a useful criterion for what 
should count as theory. The criterion is that it must be possible in 
principle to falsify a theory" (1993 :24). 

The search for data which does not support emerging concepts and theories is a useful 

rule of procedure as it secures the legitimacy of the qualitative researcher's conclusions. 

For example, it was clear from the interviews with the BJP volunteers that individual 

police officers were sometimes thought to be responsible for conflict between black 

people and the police. This appeared to contradict the emerging theory that volunteers, 

as lay people, are much more likely than the police to highlight the significance of 

structural and institutional racialised inequalities for the perpetuation of problematic 

police-black relations. However, by focusing on the importance of stories to their 

understanding, it became clear that, for the volunteers, the actions of individual officers 

simply serve to emphasise 'the way it is' in terms of explaining the nature of the 

relationship more generally (see Section 4.2 of Chapter Four for a full account). This 

interpretation did not therefore amount to an individualistic theory of police racism. 

The 'richness' of qualitative data also contributes to the validity of the research 

findings. For example, the flexibility of qualitative research enables the testing and re­

testing of accumulated empirical evidence (Becker, 1970: 52-3). Additionally, the 

relatively long period of time over which it takes place contributes to the depth of 

understanding reached. My fieldwork was completed over a two year period. This 

enabled me to obtain a detailed understanding of the organisation which formed the 

basis of my research. It also gave me the opportunity to investigate in greater detail 

particular issues that were raised during the interview process. For example, two of the 

volunteers interviewed expressed a concern that the main trainers used by the BJP are 

white. They argued that the project's aim to support the black community should be 

reflected in its internal structure. I subsequently included a question about the trainers in 

the interview schedule in order to investigate more thoroughly this unanticipated point 

of view. 

Finally, qualitative research is replicable in purpose and, to a certain extent, 

procedure. Simply by reading this chapter, another researcher could quite satisfactorily 

adopt my general research design and methodology to study the meaning of 'race' and 
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racialised identity in a similar social context. This research would have the additional 

benefit of being informed by my research findings. 

The above discussion has demonstrated that qualitative researchers have a 

specific. scientific frame of reference within which they can adequately defend their 

interpretation of the social world. This frame of reference has three main components. 

One. qualitative research is supported by an enormous body of sociological theory and 

knowledge which sustains its analytic focus. Two, it has well-established rules 

governing procedure. This again distinguishes the qualitative researcher's approach to 

social situations from that of the lay person's. Three, the frame of reference includes a 

number of ways in which the validity of qualitative research can be thoroughly 

established. Having established the usefulness and scientific validity of qualitative 

research methods. this section will now discuss the particular methods of research that I 

used to study the BJP. 

2.2.2 Qualitative interviewing 

Often, a crucial aspect of the design of sociological research is selecting an 

appropriate interview method. The choice is important as it inevitably influences both 

the kind and amount of data collected and thus the results of the study (Fontana & Frey, 

1994:370). A semi-structured interview method was selected as the most satisfactory 

approach for this study. The interviews were semi-structured in the sense that the 

majority of questions were designed to be as open-ended as possible. Gilbert has 

summarised the principles which inform this approach. 

"First. the questioning should be as open-ended as possible, in order to 
gain spontaneous information about attitudes and actions, rather than a 
rehearsed position. Second, the questioning techniques should 
encourage respondents to communicate their underlying attitudes, beliefs 
and values. rather than a glib or easy answer" (1993: 138). 

Semi-structured interviews are designed to establish the respondent's frame of reference 

whilst dealing with several complex and detailed issues. Their design reflects the 

common perception of qualitative interviews as 'conversations with a purpose' 

(Burgess. 1984: 102). 

My interview schedule was constructed to incorporate this ideal by including 

questions that were designed to encourage a conversational-style response (a copy of 

each of the five interview schedules used is contained in Appendix I). For example, the 
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following questions were designed to encourage the BJP volunteers to talk about their 

experiences of visiting the police stations. 

"Tell me about the custody officers. How have you got on with them?". 

"Do you remember any call-outs in particular? Tell me what happened". 

Other questions included in the interview schedule are noticeably more structured. This 

approach was adopted for two significant reasons. First, it was necessary to elicit some 

essentially factual information in order to establish a profile of the respondents. The 

following questions are also taken from the volunteer's interview schedule. 

"How long have you been a Black Justice Project volunteer?" 

"How did you come to be involved with the project?" 

A postal questionnaire was initially constructed to gather this data. However, the 

questions included in the questionnaire were eventually included as part of the interview 

schedule. They formed a convenient 'ice-breaker' at the beginning of the interview and 

did not increase substantially the interview's length. A one hundred per cent response 

rate was also ensured. 

The second reason for the use of more structured questions relates to the nature 

of the topics covered in the interviews. F or example, detailed questions were included 

in order to investigate how volunteers understood the notion of 'community' 

symbolically. A simple probe such as 'tell me about your community' was likely to have 

been inadequate, particularly as it presumed membership of a community in the first 

place. It was unlikely to establish the nature and extent of the volunteer's identification 

with a community and it also precluded the potential for membership of more than one 

community. Instead, the following questions are representative of those asked in this 

respect. 

"What, if anything, do (self-defined racialised group e.g. Pakistani, 
African-Caribbean) people in Sheffield have in common?". 

"Do you see (self-defined racialised group) people as making up a real 
community in Sheffield?". 

The above discussion demonstrates the usefulness of semi-structured interview methods 

for my qualitative study of the BJP. A combination of open-ended and more structured 

questions, with the option of probing if necessary, presented the most satisfactory way 

in which to collect the data required. 

The opportunity to probe accentuates the flexible nature of semi-structured 

interviews. Open-ended questions enable the researcher to adjust each interview 



Research Methodology: 56 

according to the information provided by the respondent. This means that the 

interviewer plays a far greater role in the interaction with the respondent than would be 

acceptable in a structured interview. It is precisely for this reason that qualitative 

researchers have had to confront the criticism that the nature of the researcher­

respondent relationship negatively effects the data obtained. It is necessary to address 

this criticism here in order to defend further my decision to adopt the semi-structured 

interview method. 

Studies completed on the subject indicate that interviewer effects must be 

acknowledged as an inevitable consequence of qualitative interviews (Gilbert, 1993: 144-

5). It follows that it is desirable to match the demographic characteristics of the 

interviewer and respondent. Within the context of my research, an obvious potential 

criticism is that, as a white person, I was ill-qualified to study a predominately black 

organisation. However, controlling for various relevant characteristics such as age, 

class, gender, status and racialised origin is a hugely difficult, and perhaps impossible, 

task. Due to the demographic diversity of the respondents in my research, several 

interviewers would have been required simply to provide a match according to racialised 

characteristics. The necessity of doing so is also debatable as Carol Jones has argued. .. 
"The question of the extent to which it is possible to be an 'insider' I 
merely by virtue of shared gender identity, race or ethnicity remains open lA . tJ 
to debate" (1991:212). ,.../J) 

suggests that being black provides no automatic guarantee of an advantaged This 

position when interviewing other black people. 

A more practical approach is for the interviewer to be aware of the different 

social and cultural factors that each party brings to the interview situation. For example, 

all but one of the police officers interviewed for the research were male. I was acutely 

aware of the gender difference, particularly because it appeared to be advantageous. 

Overall, the police officers were extremely courteous and co-operative and did not 

appear threatened by the interview situation. On several occasions, I left the police 

station feeling surprised at the frankness of the interview. This advantage has been 

noted by other female researchers (Fontana & Frey, 1994:370). In order to produce a 

valid account, interviewers must note differences, such as gender, and consider their 

effect on the research findings. However, given the rigorous rules applied to qualitative 

research, these effects are unlikely to be substantial. 
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Producing a valid account also depends on managing the dynamics of the 

interview situation. Establishing a rapport is vital to the success of a qualitative 

interview because, without it, underlying beliefs and values are unlikely to be revealed 

(Whyte, 1984: 104). It was generally easy to establish a rapport with the volunteers, 

particularly because I had met some of them at previous BJP training sessions, meetings 

and social evenings. The majority of volunteers were a similar age to myself and sixteen 

volunteers had completed or were studying for degrees, mainly in Sheffield. These 

factors facilitated the initial 'ice-breaking' component of the interview situation because 

they provided broad areas of common interest. With reference to the police officers, 

establishing a rapport was also relatively easy. I quickly discovered that it was usually 

sufficient simply to be honest about the nature of the research and my motives for 

undertaking it. In addition to this, the police officers were on-duty during the 

interviews. Acknowledging that I was inconveniently interrupting their work 

represented another valuable way of gaining their commitment to the interview. 

Establishing a rapport is therefore the vital first stage of obtaining valid interview data. 

A frank and open discussion can, however, be impeded by the relationship of 

power that exists between interviewer and respondent. A useful way to overcome this 

potential problem is to treat the interview as a reflexive process through which the 

structure is negotiated as the interview is underway. As Berger and Kellner have 

explained, the much-neglected ability to listen properly to what the respondent is saying 

is crucially important when establishing a reflexive approach. 

"I must keep attentive to what this person is saying. 1 must not let my 
mind wander, and I must try to keep attuned to her communications. I 
must not interrupt. And I must especially not interrupt with judgements 
or opinions of my own, not only because this might make her angry or 
defensive, but because it will deflect my attention from what she is 
communicating to me" (1981 :28-9). 

Not interrupting means that digressions must be permitted wherever they occur. For 

example, I had great difficulty establishing a rapport with one of the older volunteers. 

He seemed extremely uncomfortable with the interview situation and appeared reluctant 

to give a full response to my questions regarding his social identity as a black person. 

The following is his interpretation of my questions. 

"I think, right, when you talk about racism, I don't want to go into that 
for the simple reason that I'm getting to sorta just ignore it now because 
I see it every day and I can't believe what I'm seeing". (Lewis) 
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However, this rather dismissive comment provoked a very revealing digression resulting 

in a page of interview transcript on the subject of racism in the local football leagues. 

The respondent was a trainer for an African-Caribbean community football team. By 

encouraging him to talk about the team's experiences, I obtained valuable information 

regarding how he understood the social world to be racialised. The following is a small 

extract from his digression. It is an example of how he understood his team's 

experiences to be racialised. 

"There was an incident right, you know. I used to run a mid-week team 
in Sheffield which consist of all black guys, its a black team. We had a 
couple of white guys as well but half the guys been in prison, been on 
curfew, just out of prison, going in courts and you know things like that. 
This league been going since 1940 odd, mid-week league. Oh, it had, 
what, about five division right. We went in it about ten years back, 
summit like that. We just went in it and we lift ourself up 'til we get to 
division one. So, the year before last, we completed the double. Down 
to two division. The following year, again we complete the double. 
Down to one division. Last year we completed the double again. Last 
year it folded up, why? 'Cause we were winning". (Lewis) 

This demonstrates that digressions are not simply irrelevant information to be discarded 

following transcription. They are integral to the interview specifically because they 

enable the respondent to frame questions in ways which are relevant to them~ thus taking 

some control away from the interviewer. 

The nature of the interaction between researcher and respondent is prioritised by 

treating the interview as a reflexive process. This means that the researcher focuses on 

the interview as a social relationship and, as a result, attention is drawn to the concerns, 

interests and questions of the respondent. During an interview with a volunteer, I was 

confronted with the following questions regarding Britain's colonial legacy. 

"What do you think when you hear all this? You know, as a white 
person, how does it make you feel?". (Richard) 

The question was asked in a good-humoured, confrontational manner and constituted a 

direct appeal to my personal feelings and beliefs. Instead of dismissing the question as 

rapidly as possible, I engaged in what I hope was a frank discussion which demonstrated 

my knowledge of colonial history and satisfied the volunteer's curiosity. I briefly 

exchanged my role as interviewer in order to prioritise the nature of the interview as a 

social relationship and thus facilitate a more equitable exchange. 
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Similarly, producing a valid account depends on securing a frank and open 

discussion. This is not guaranteed simply by establishing a rapport as Maurice Punch 

explained with reference to his qualitative study of Dutch police. 

"In the closed world of a police force, interviewing strangers can be a 
futile and frustrating business, and interviews with constables not in my 
group were not very successful" (1993: 193). 

Thus, it follows that my interviews with the police officers were of dubious frankness as 

a result of our mutual status as strangers. The research findings included in Chapters 

Four and Five demonstrate that officers understandably sought to present themselves as 

fair and unbiased up-holders of the law. It is reasonable to suggest that they 

intentionally withheld information that would have contradicted this presentation. 

However, evaluating the success of the interview does not depend on determining how 

far the officers understood this presentation of their role to be accurate in terms of the 

social reality of their job. Rather, it is important to explain why the officers presented 

their role in this way. In doing so, the research findings adequately demonstrate that 

everyday police work contradicts the consensual image of the police officer's role 

promoted by the officers. 
I 

This means that the interviews successfully investigated the, evidently 

contradictory, social world of the police officers. The interview questions facilitated an 

exploration of both their public image together with the, less public, social reality of 

policing. Partial frankness and openness are not necessarily obstacles to valid data. The '1 
respondent's perspective can adequately be discovered by the appropriate framing and 

wording of questions and the sensitive management of the social context within which 

the interview takes place. It is ultimately questionable as to whether an interviewer can 

ever achieve a depth of relationship that ensures a completely frank and open discussion. 

In summary, there are various strategies that qualitative researchers can adopt in 

order to address satisfactorily the criticism that the researcher-respondent relationship 

negatively affects the data obtained. These strategies were used successfully in this 

research to ensure the validity of the data collected using semi-structured interviewing 

techniques. 

( 

I 
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2.2.3 Researcher participation 

Due to the nature of qualitative research, the researcher seeks to acquire an in­

depth understanding of the group or organisation being studied. Observation is an 

important method employed by researchers in order to aid understanding. Fetterman has 

explained why participant observation, as part of the ethnographic tradition, represents a 

crucial stage of the research process. 

"Participant observation sets the stage for more refined techniques and 
becomes refined itself as the fieldworker understands more and more 
about the culture. Ideas and behaviours that were only a blur on entering 
the community take on a sharper focus" (1989:45). 

This means that informal participant observation is a useful information-gathering 

element of the fieldwork. It facilitates preparation for designing the interview schedule, 

establishing the respondents' frame of reference and approaching the data analysis. 

It is for these reasons that I undertook informal participant observation of the 

BJP. The observation took place in three main organisational areas. First, I trained as a 

BJP volunteer. The training consisted of a two-day intensive workshop and a visit to 

the custody area of a local police station. Second, I attended meetings and social 

evenings organised by the project's co-ordinator for the volunteers. Third, I visited the 

project's offices on a regular basis. The project operates an 'open-door' policy and, as a 

result, I met various clients, volunteers and management committee members during 

these visits. 

Participant observation in these three areas proved invaluable to the research 

process. F or example, it provided a useful insight into the work of the volunteers, as 

well as establishing the extent and type of contact between them. This contributed to an 

evaluation of the degree to which a volunteer culture existed at the project. The 

resulting research findings are included in Chapter Six. It also revealed relevant 

information regarding the management of the project, especially with reference to its key 

social actors. Thus, my visits to the offices were particularly informative in terms of 

investigating the dynamics of local black politics and the project's development in 

general. This was crucial to establishing both an overview of the project as an 

organisation and its associated efforts to realise stated aims and objectives. 

For the purposes of recording my observations, I kept a research diary. 

Following each training session and visit or telephone call to the project's office, I 

recorded what had occurred and my related thoughts and questions. This was 
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particularly useful during the early stages of the research because it provided a way of 

focusing my ideas and also ensured that potentially useful information was not forgotten. 

It proved invaluable when formulating the interview schedule, conducting the interviews 

and analysing the data collected. 

Overall, informal participant observation increased my understanding of the BJP 

as a black voluntary organisation operating within the local political structure in 

Sheffield. It was instrumental to both the success of the interviews and the analysis of 

the data collected because it informed the composition of the interview schedule, 

enabled me to demonstrate my interest in the project to the research participants and 

increased my knowledge of its origins, composition and management. 

Having outlined in detail the research design, the c~apter will now consider the 

various stages of the research process. 

2.3 Main stages of the research's development 

The main stages of the development of the research are reviewed in the 

following broadly chronological order: choice of site, gaining access, sampling, the 

interview schedule, the venue, data recording and analysis. However, it is important to 

conceptualise the research's development as a process whereby each part reflects both 

previous and subsequent parts. For example, both the likelihood of successfully 

negotiating access to the project and the potential sample of research participants were 

considered when deciding to choose the BJP as a suitable site for the research. This 

means that the various parts identified here are not discrete and, as a result, what follows 

is a record of the research process. 

2.3.1 Choice of site 

The choice of site is dependent on empirical and practical concerns. The Black 

Justice Project was chosen primarily because it represented an ideal site for a detailed 

empirical investigation of the main research questions regarding volunteering, the 

racialisation of identity and criminal justice issues. For example, the project's suitability 

was evident because its success crucially depends on attracting and maintaining a large 

body of volunteers. Thus, it provided an excellent site for the exploration of 

sociological questions regarding volunteering among black people. It was also chosen 
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for significant practical reasons. The project's Help On Arrest Scheme had been 

operating successfully for seven months when I first contacted the co-ordinator. It had 

formally secured the support of the region's chief constable and had maintained a 

relatively harmonious relationship with the police during its initial development. The 

probation service had agreed to fund the project for a further two years and the co­

ordinator had applied for additional funding from various other sources. These were 

considerable achievements and, as a result, I was confident that the project would 

steadily progress, or at least continue to exist, during and beyond the fieldwork period. 

The project therefore represented a stable site for the research. 

2.3.2 Access 

The openness of access is connected to the relative power of the group being 

studied (Hornsby-Smith, 1993:52). It therefore appears paradoxical that gaining access 

to the BJP was a more laborious process than gaining access to the police. However, 

the willingness of the police to co-operate with my research probably reflected South 

Yorkshire police's current official policy of honesty and openness. In this instance, it 

did not reflect the relations of power that inevitably persist between researcher and 

researched. 

Access to the project was negotiated during a six month period following the 

initial contact. It involved my supervisor and I attending meetings with both the co­

ordinator and the management committee. A written agreement of the terms and 

conditions of the research was drafted and sent to the committee for approval. This 

required some small amendments before it was formally accepted (a copy of the 

agreement is contained in Appendix 11). The final agreement effectively ensured that the 

co-ordinator acted as my 'gate-keeper'. I was not given access to the volunteers' 

telephone number and address and was therefore completely reliant on the co-ordinator 

for arranging the interviews. This significantly impeded the smooth running of the 

fieldwork. I was frequently waiting for interviews to be arranged and, despite numerous 

reminders to the co-ordinator, several weeks would pass without one. I finally 

completed the fieldwork six months after I had originally intended. 

Access to the police officers was negotiated by my supervisor who arranged a 

meeting between ourselves and an assistant chief constable at police headquarters. A 

verbal agreement of permission to conduct the research was secured at this meeting. A 
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member of headquarters staff was assigned as my gatekeeper. This officer quickly 

arranged the first group of interviews on receipt of details regarding my intended 

respondents. Two of the custody officers interviewed were willing to co-operate even 

though they had not received notice of the interview from police headquarters. This was 

possibly due to the complexities of police administration and was inconvenient only in 

that it provided an initial obstacle to rapport-building. As a result of internal 

restructuring at South Yorkshire police, I was assigned another gatekeeper after six of 

the interviews had taken place. This created an unanticipated difficulty in that my new 

gatekeeper was reluctant to arrange additional interviews because he argued that six 

were sufficient. However, he co-operated after I had persuaded him sufficiently that my 

research would benefit from the views of a larger sample of officers. 

Additionally, prior to access being granted, I arranged an informal meeting with 

the minorities officer at police headquarters. He proved to be a valuable source of 

information and support throughout the fieldwork. For example, due to his personal 

experience, he explained in detail how the police were involved during the formation of 

the project. 

In my experience, the gatekeepers were therefore a small obstacle to the smooth 

running of the research and, as a result, the timetable for the completion of the fieldwork 

was extended several times. 

2.3.3 Sampling 

Three groups of people participated in the research: the BJP volunteers, the 

project's management committee and police officers at South Yorkshire Police. Issues 

of sampling were relevant to each of the groups and I will therefore consider each in 

turn. 

Typicality in the statistical sense is not a major concern of qualitative researchers 

who focus instead on analytical generalisation (Rose, 1991: 192-4). In order to 

generalise analytically from my interviews with the BJP volunteers, I required a sample 

that was representative of each of the minority ethnic groups involved. This was 

satisfactorily achieved using a method of convenience sampling (see Rose, 1982:50). 

The co-ordinator worked through a non-alphabetical list of volunteers and arranged 

interviews with those he was first able to contact on each occasion. 
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Although the project co-ordinator insisted that the project had a body of sixty 

volunteers, it appeared from his records that only forty-five were fully trained and 

operational. Thus, two-thirds (thirty) of the operational volunteers were interviewed. 

The following table provides a summary of the volunteers interviewed. 

Female Male Total % 

African-Caribbean 8 7 15 50% 

Pakistani 0 8 8 27% 

Irish 1 1 2 7% 

White British 1 1 2 7% 

Indian 1 0 1 3% 

Chinese 0 1 1 3% 

Persian 0 1 1 3% 

Total 11 19 30 100% 

Table 2.1 Minority ethnic origin and gender of the volunteers interviewed. 

In percentage terms, these statistics broadly correspond with those outlining the 

composition of the BJP volunteers in the project's annual report of 1994/95. 

Additionally, two-thirds (five) members of the management committee were 

interviewed. This sample was selected on the basis of their status as title holders (chair­

person, secretary and treasurer), probation service representative and founding member 

of the project. A sample of management committee members was necessary in order to 

obtain the perspective of the decision-makers at the project. Accordingly, the project's 

co-ordinator was also formally interviewed. Of the management committee members 

interviewed, three were African-Caribbean males, one was a Pakistani male and one was 

a white British female. The co-ordinator is a Pakistani male. 

It must be stressed that considerable efforts were made to interview the 

management committee member referred to in Chapter Three as Maria. As will be 

demonstrated, she was instrumental to the formation of the project and I was therefore 

very keen to interview her. Despite my persistence over several weeks, she neither 

accepted or returned any of my phone calls. By chance, I later learned of a probable 

reason for her apparent reluctance to participate but, as it is not substantiated, I cannot 

provide a reliable explanation here. 
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One-third (eight) of the city's custody officers were interviewed. All of the 

police officers were white and all but one were male. They were chosen primarily 

because they had direct experience of the project's HOAS. However, due to significant 

re-structuring within the regional police, some of my respondents were relatively new to 

the job. The re-structuring therefore had, albeit slight, unforeseen consequences in 

terms of sample characteristics. It also created some difficulties for my gatekeepers in 

terms of seeking custody officers who would prove useful to the research. The 

inspector responsible for two of the city's four custody areas was also interviewed as 

well as the minorities officer and a representative of the criminal justice department at 

headquarters. These officers were interviewed because they had detailed knowledge of 

and direct contact with the BJP. Additionally, they were former custody officers. They 

were also useful in establishing the perspective of the decision-makers at headquarters. 

This perspective was established further when I interviewed the chief constable of South 

Yorkshire Police towards the end of the fieldwork. Thus, in total, I interviewed twelve 

police officers. 

During the early stages of the research process, it was anticipated that I would 

interview a sample of BJP clients who had been arrested and had made use of the 

HOAS. However, it was evident that the sample would be tightly controlled by the co­

ordinator as I was unable to secure access to the project's confidential files. In addition 

to this, I soon became aware that, in order to obtain a representative sample, I would 

need to interview people who had been arrested and, for whatever reason, had not 

requested the scheme's assistance. This was impossible because, unsurprisingly, I had 

no access to police files. As a result, I decided that it was of extremely limited utility to 

interview a group of former users of the scheme. 

2.3.4 The interview schedule 

A draft of the interview schedule was piloted using two BJP volunteers. The 

volunteers were aware of the purpose of the interview and provided feedback regarding 

both the topics covered and the wording of the questions. In addition to this, a 

postgraduate research group commented on the schedule. The draft required several 

amendments before it was of a satisfactory standard to begin the interviews. 

The schedule was divided into five distinct sections in order to provide 

coherence and structure to the interview (see also Appendix I). The first section 
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covered the personal characteristics of the respondent and included mainly descriptive, 

factual questions. As was stated earlier, these questions also served as an 'ice-breaker' 

at the beginning of the interview. This was followed by a section regarding the 

respondent's understanding of the BJP as an organisation. Section three concentrated 

on the HO AS and was therefore included only for those respondents who had attended 

call-outs. Next, issues of community and identity were addressed followed, in the final 

section, by the potentially most sensitive questions regarding the relationship between 

black people and the police. 

This format was adhered to for each of the three groups participating in the 

research. However, the questions contained within each section were amended slightly 

to take account of differences between the groups. For example, questions regarding 

the degree of interaction between volunteers were omitted from the police officers' 

schedule. They were re-phrased for the management committee's schedule to refer to 

interaction between the committee and the volunteers. 

The schedule contained set questions in a pre-determined order. However, the 

semi-standardised approach to the interview ensured that respondents were able to talk 

relatively freely about the issues which were significant to them. This meant that often 

questions were not asked in the order that they appeared in the schedule. Occasionally, 

I deliberately omitted to ask certain questions in order to maintain a focus on what 

appeared to be important to the respondent. Such an approach was essential if the 

respondent's frame of reference was to be established adequately. 

2.3.5 The venue 

The venue varied according to the preference of the research participants. The 

BJP volunteers and management committee members were asked to choose where they 

preferred to be interviewed. This meant that they were able to select an environment in 

which they would feel most comfortable and thus less intimidated by the interview 

situation. As a result, some were interviewed at home, some at work, some at the 

centre where the BJP had its office and one even chose to come to my house. 

As has already been stated, all of the police officers were interviewed during 

working hours at either police headquarters or the station where they were on duty. 

Again, this ensured that they were in a familiar environment where they were able to 
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assume maximum control of the interview situation. I was confident that this facilitated 

their willingness to contribute willingly to the research. 

Inconveniently, it also resulted in frequent interruptions from colleagues and, on 

one occasion, I inadvertently found myself interviewing an inspector who had entered 

the room where I was interviewing one of her custody officers. She was evidently 

intending to be helpful by offering her views but, after she had departed, the officer 

simply repeated the replies she had given. I therefore suspected that she had influenced 

his responses. As a result, I decided to discard the responses in question. This provides 

a good example of the potential hazards which follow if gatekeepers and respondents are 

asked to choose the venue. On balance, it was, however, an excellent strategy for 

securing the support and co-operation of the research participants in general. 

2.3.6 Data recording 

All of the interviews were tape-recorded. The average length of an interview 

was one and a quarter hours, although some were significantly longer. As a result, tape­

recording provided the least arduous means of recording the data. The request to tape­

record was explicitly made at the beginning of the interview. I stressed that 

confidentiality was ensured and that the interview recording would be erased following 

transcription. Several of the respondents expressed, albeit in a light-hearted manner, 

their discomfort at being recorded. I therefore agreed to switch the recorder off at any 

time if they so wished. This, in fact, occurred only when we were interrupted by other 

people or a telephone ringing. 

The interviews were conducted at a variety of locations some of which had an 

effect on the quality of the recording. I recorded a number of significant peripheral 

noises including traffic (two of the interviews took place outdoors), office telephones, 

suspects shouting and continuously banging on cell doors, police radios and the babies 

and young children of volunteers. It was necessary on these occasions to increase the 

tape-recorder's volume and place the recorder as close to the respondent as possible. 

This was problematic only because it drew further attention to the fact that I was 

recording the responses. 

The tape-recorder proved unreliable only on one occasion when the interview 

was recorded at high speed despite a normal speed setting. The transcribing machine's 

speed control enabled me to comprehend the majority of the data. Thankfully, I was in 
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the habit of checking the tape-recording immediately after the interview and was 

therefore able to make notes about the lost data. I discovered later that faulty batteries 

had been responsible. 

2.3.7 Data analysis 

Analysing qualitative data is undoubtedly a daunting task due to the sheer 

quantity of data. It involves the apparently enormous chore of imposing order on what 

appears to be an order-less variety of transcripts with a complex range of interview 

responses. For example, it quickly became evident that, due to the 'richness' of my 

data, virtually no two answers were overtly identical. It is therefore unsurprising that 

this part of the research process is frequently overlooked by sociologists when outlining 

their research methodology. Methods for analysing data remain relatively rudimentary 

and, as a result, it is arguably incumbent on new researchers to make their methods more 

explicit. Thus, the following is a detailed discussion of the procedures that I adopted. 

I began from the assumption that, although I had to determine a way to reduce 

the quantity of data for analysis, I initially had to subject all of it to scrutiny. I therefore 

read all of the interview transcripts and made notes of my initial impressions. By 

familiarising myself with the data in this way, it subsequently became easier to remember 

and locate pieces of transcript. It was also a useful way of beginning to identify patterns 

and similarities between responses and, of course, it revealed significant differences. 

Essentially, analysis is the interpretation of data. This process of interpretation is 

described in the relevant literature as a constant internal dialogue (e.g. Strauss, 1987~ 

Dey, 1993). This emphasises the nature of data analysis as a creative process. I 

discovered that it was crucial to keep a record of my insights, thoughts and possible 

hypotheses when transcribing because these informed the ways in which I later coded 

the data. Similarly, my research diary was a useful source of ideas and information 

during the data analysis and thus was always close at hand. 

The following quote adequately summarises the role of computers In 

contributing to the analysis of data. 

, ... computer programs are passive systems and can only facilitate the 
sorting of data as they are instructed (or as data are coded), and it is the 
investigator who must make the decisions regarding sorting, selecting 
and coding of the text accordingly' (Morse, 1991: 117). 
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Although my computer could not interpret the data for me, it was invaluable for sorting 

and storing the data both during and after it had been coded. After reading the interview 

transcripts, I separated the data by creating a file for all of the reponses to each question. 

I then read each of the newly created files in order to obtain a greater appreciation the 

research participants' perspectives. 

In order to obtain an analytic perspective, I began coding the data. The term 

'coding' essentially refers to the discovery and naming of categories. The object of 

coding is to sift through the data in an attempt to impose order and meaning upon it. 

This enables an exploration of the ideas and objectives which inform the analysis (Dey, 

1993: 127). Thus, I created new files according to the categories I had created. For 

example, several of the police officers referred to 'one bad incident' as a significant 

cause of police-black conflict. I therefore used 'one bad incident' as an initial category 

to group comparable responses. The notion of equality before the law was also 

characteristic of the officers' responses and so I created a category entitled 'equality'. 

After identifying a substantial series of codes, I wrote about each of them in 

detail. This entailed explaining what they meant and why they were relevant to 

answering the main research questions. This approach has been recommended by 

Strauss who argued that a code is 'saturated' only when the researcher can find nothing 

else to write about it (Strauss, 1987). Next, I created a number of core categories as a 

means of reducing the number of codes by summarising them. These core categories 

provided key themes which formed the basis of my empirical chapters. For example, the 

police officers' notion of equality was instrumental to the presentation of their role. 

This, in turn, was a core category and eventually became a key theme examined in 

Chapters Four and Five. 

Finally, I assessed the categories in order to ensure that they met the criteria of 

validity, generality and representativeness. This ensured that I deliberated carefully 

before discarding cases which failed to fit my overall hypothesis. I was also careful not 

to over-generalise when determining core categories from the data and took care to 

ensure that I had numerous examples to support each of my interpretations. 

This method of organising my data enabled me to write up the results in a 

thorough and methodical manner. By choosing from many representative quotes to 

illustrate the key themes corresponding to my core categories, I was able to present my 

research findings in a way which prioritised the understanding of my research 
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respondents. As was discussed in the literature review of Chapter One, this was a key 

aim of my research. 

Each of the stages of the research discussed above raises important issues 

regarding the ethics and politics of the research process. Thus, the final section 

addresses the ethical and political questions with which I was confronted during the 

course of this research project. 

2.4 Ethical and political issues 

This final section considers the main ethical and political issues which arose 

during the course of my research. It begins by discussing why a white researcher is able 

to study legitimately a black organisation. There have been numerous occasions on 

which I have been asked to defend my position as such. However, I wish to stress that 

at no time was I challenged in this way by any of the research participants. It only 

became an issue within the academic arena and, as a result, I have decided that it is 

pertinent to include a brief statement here to defend my position. Next, my potentially 

conflicting obligations towards the two main groups involved in the research are 

considered and, finally, the notion of value-free research is assessed critically. 

2.4.1 The ethical position of a white researcher 

The familiar phrase 'its a black thing, you wouldn't understand' has been used, 

mainly by people of African origin, as a means of asserting a positive black identity 

(Jackson, 1991: 131). It is relevant here because it implies that a white researcher is ill­

equipped to study a black organisation. The implication is counter-productive for three 

main reasons. First, it involves resignation to a universal condition that will always set a 

white researcher apart from non-white subjects. Second, it falsely assumes that there is 

a single truth about racism that only non-white people can know (Miles, 1989:6-7). 

Third. if pursued to its logical conclusion, it implicitly accepts the existence of separate 

and distinct 'races'. 

As a result, the argument that a white researcher cannot satisfactorily study a 

black organisation is both unacceptable and unsound. It ultimately serves to legitimate 

the essentialist notion that issues of 'race' and racism are problems for black people 

only. They are in fact problems for all of us wherever they are articulated and wherever 
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they reinforce processes of discrimination and exclusion (Brah, 1992). This argument 

reflects a consistent criticism of liberal 'race relations' sociology. If it is a 'black thing' 

that white people cannot understand, it necessarily becomes a black problem for which 

white people are absolved of any responsibility. It is morally reprehensible to suggest 

that only black people can understand and challenge the debilitating effects of various 

raclsms. 

My position as a white researcher studying a black organisation was therefore 

legitimate and useful. This is reflected in the following comment by Margaret L. 

Andersen. 

"As whites learn to see the world through the experiences of others, a 
process that is itself antithetical to the views of privileged groups, we can 
begin to construct more complete and less distorted ways of seeing the 
complex relations of race, class and gender" (1993 :52). 

This means that my position highlighted symbolically the role of white people In 

understanding and addressing the various racisms that continue to influence the social 

lives of both black and white people. Furthermore, it implicitly challenged the mistaken 

assumption that only black people experience and are affected by these racisms. 

Ultimately, it must be stressed that, if the rigorous methods of sociological 

research are adopted, the effect of a researcher's racialised origin on the research 

findings is arguably limited. 

2.4.2 Whose side am Ion? 

Empirical research is never merely an intellectual exercise. It unavoidably 

involves the researcher making decisions on the basis of principles, values and the 

interests of both participating individuals and organisations (Kimmel, 1988: 124-5). 

Within the context of this research, my ethical obligations towards two groups with 

potentially conflicting interests required consideration. The question of 'whose side am 

Ion?' inevitably arose with reference to the distinction between those involved with the 

BJP and members of South Yorkshire Police. 

The criminal justice system in general is a highly controversial and much­

criticised social institution. As a result, for both the BJP and the police, the main 

research questions introduced sensitive issues of significant organisational concern. 

Additionally, for the research participants, these issues represented potential sources of 

anxiety, frustration and anger on a personal level. Ethically, it was imperative that I 

took account of the concerns of both parties whilst conducting the fieldwork. This was 
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necessary In order to minimise the possibility of causing stress to the respondents 

through the insensitive handling of highly-charged topics. 

For example, during the previous year, there had been a well-publicised 

confrontation between police and mainly young Pakistani men outside one of the police 

stations included in the research. It would have been a high risk stratehIJ to include 

questions about the incident solely based on limited information gleaned from media 

reports. References to the incident inevitably occurred and, if I judged that it was 

appropriate to do so, details were pursued. 

However, the desire not to cause undue stress must be distinguished from the 

principle of beneficence. This principle involves an obligation to take positive steps to 

help further the legitimate interests of others. As part of my contractual agreement with 

the BJP, I agreed to produce an evaluation report which would identify strengths and 

weaknesses and would aid the project's development over the next couple of years 

(Appendix III contains a copy of this report). In this respect, my research had practical 

policy implications. This understandably heightened my sense of responsibility towards 

the project and increased my awareness that negative research findings could harm it. 

Additionally, I agreed to meet Home Office officials who were visiting the project as 

part of an assessment exercise. I was aware that my stated research interest in the 

project was of value in terms of attempting to increase its legitimacy in their eyes. 

My responsibility towards the BJP was arguably incompatible with an obligation 

towards the police. The stated aim of the project is to address processes of racialised 

discrimination within the criminal justice system, of which the police are a crucial part. 

As a result, any defence of the BIP could be interpreted as implying that the police do 

not carry out their duties satisfactorily. I therefore reluctantly considered the possibility 

that my research findings could upset what had otherwise been a relatively amicable 

relationship between the project and the police. 

These ethical concerns were addressed by adopting a similar approach for both 

the project and the police. Essentially, I was committed to reporting the research 

findings accurately and honestly. As far as possible, I fulfilled an obligation to secure 

the anonymity and confidentiality of the respondents and to respect their opinions and 

concerns as one moral being to another. However, at no stage did I promise to shelve 

research findings if I suspected that they were likely to upset someone. This would have 
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seriously compromised the objectives of the research and thus my academic freedom 

(Becker, 1970: 113). 

Despite addressing these ethical concerns, I quickly discovered that each 

interview had the potential to produce new ethical dilemmas in respect of how far I 

should 'tell the truth'. Maurice Punch notes, 

"With formal organisations and certain communities, where entry has to 
be negotiated through hierarchical channels, a statement of purpose is 
normally essential to satisfy gatekeepers. Thereafter it may be 
situationally inappropriate to repeat continuously that purpose and to 
identify oneself' (1986:37). 

This was often the case with both the respondents from the police and the project. It 

was usually sufficient to state that I was evaluating the project and that the evaluation 

formed part of my personal research. I was rarely asked to explain the details of my 

personal research and, when I attempted to do so, I frequently had the impression that 

the respondent was both unconcerned and uninterested. As a result, some of the 

respondents were unaware of the primary objectives of the research and my main 

purpose in undertaking it. This introduced the question, 

" ... is not the very act of selection not an act of omission, a reinvention of 
oneself that prefigures betrayal?" (Keith, 1992:554). 

My approach did not amount to a betrayal because I did not deliberately withhold 

information and always answered truthfully any of the respondents' questions about 

myself and the research. 

There was, however, one occasion when I became extremely uneasy with the 

way I had presented myself and the research. The following comment is taken from the 

end of an interview with one of the police officers. 

"Its like you, if this was a political thing I wouldn't be saying as much 
as what I've said If you get your degree and have a party, I want to be 
invited!", (Sgt. Davies) 

This police officer had been extremely supportive of and interested in the research. I 

was initially mortified that he perceived my research as non-political. I assumed that, by 

its very nature, the research would be interpreted as having some political implications. 

On reflection, the comment may accurately refer to the fact that, ultimately, my purpose 

in completing the research was to obtain a higher degree and not to advance any 

personal political beliefs. Nevertheless, it remains a useful example of how both the 

aims of the researcher and the research are potentially misinterpreted. 
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2.4.3 Values and the research process 

Both my choice of research project and genuine interest in the BJP undoubtedly 

reflected some of my personal and political beliefs regarding issues of 'race' and racism. 

As Kimmel has argued, 

"One's definition of a problem targeted for change is likely to be a direct 
reflection of what one believes to be ideal" (Kimmel, 1988: 125). 

This means that it is impossible for sociologists to conduct wholly value-free research 

and that decisions made at every stage of the research process inevitably involve a value 

judgement. As Max Weber argued, the very existence of science, whether natural or 

social, pre-supposes the existence of values which cannot be validated scientifically 

(Giddens, 1971: 138). 

In conclusion, even though my choice of research project was inevitably 

'subjective', this chapter has demonstrated that it is possible to conduct sociological 

research in a disciplined, methodical and, ultimately, valid manner. Despite rejecting the 

idealistic pursuit of value-neutrality, I have therefore provided an accurate and detailed 

account of the way in which this research project was designed and conducted. The 

chapters which follow present the resulting research findings. 
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Chapter Three 

The Origins and Purpose of the Black Justice Project 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is an overview of the Black Justice Project (BJP) as a voluntary 

organisation formed, managed and operated by black people for the local black 

population in Sheffield. The aim of the chapter is to explain how and why the project 

was formed and to assess critically the understanding under-pinning the project's aims 

and objectives. 

The second section reveals the institutional origins of the BJP and argues that 

institutional support for the project arose from the wider social, economic and political 

context of the 1980s. Particularly, this section highlights the predominately liberal 

response to the urban disturbances and the subsequent favouring of multi-agency 

initiatives to address the needs and concerns of black racialised groups. In addition to 

this, the relevance of voluntary sector expansion as part of a mixed economy of welfare 

is identified. It is argued that the formation of the project involved a process of 

legitimacy whereby its aims and objectives reflected the policies of both the probation 

service and the police in particular. Further, it will be demonstrated in this section how 

three individuals, instrumental to the formation of the project, were well placed as a 

result of their paid employment to pursue effectively the idea for a project. 

Section 3.3 outlines the content of a black perspective as it was defined by the 

volunteers and management committee at the project. It is argued that this definition 

indicates an imagined black community based on shared experiences and interests. 

Thus, the black perspective adopted by the BJP is conceptualised as a form of 

moderated essentialism which ultimately presupposes an essential black identity that 

excluded whites. The inherent weaknesses in this perspective are revealed by identifYing 

a significant internal contradiction which serves to highlight the ambiguities surrounding 

notions of blackness. 

Next, the section analyses the implications of adopting this black perspective for 

the aims and objectives of the project. It is explained that, in essence, the BJP was 

understood to provide a means through which black people can challenge their racialised 
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status as second class citizens. Thus, via the black perspective, the project was thought 

to prioritise and advance the specific interests of black people. 

Finally, the project's adoption of a black perspective is examined critically in 

order to stress how it involved a careful management of image. Section 3.4 identifies 

two key tensions arising from the project's rejected role as a community representative 

and its reliance on the support of statutory organisations. The legitimacy of the 

project's self-appointed role as advocate and intermediary for black people is 

questioned. Crucially, it is argued that the success of the project's aims and objectives 

inevitably depended on the co-operation of both funding bodies and particular criminal 

justice agencies. 

Chapter Three represents a useful introduction to the main themes of the thesis 

explored further in subsequent chapters. In particular, the chapter provides the 

background to the volunteers' understanding of the meaning of 'race' both as they 

participated in the project and more widely. Further, the outline and critique of the 

black perspective serves as an aid to evaluating the success of the project. 

3.2 The institutional origins of the Black Justice Project 

The urban disturbances of the early 1980s contributed to the racialisation of 

debates about law and order. The issue of black street crime and violence became part 

of the mainstream political agenda (Solomos, 1988; 1993). The liberal explanation for 

the disturbances focused on social institutions as the source of injustice. As a result, one 

potential solution lay in social reform and the redistribution of social rewards (Benyon, 

1984:26). The recommendations of the Scarman report, based on the disturbances in 

Brixton, reflected in part the liberal solution by arguing that the disturbances were not 

merely an expression of lawlessness. 

"But the disorders cannot be fully understood unless they are seen in the 
context of complex political, social and economic factors which together 
create a predisposition towards violent protest" (Lord Scarman, 
1986: 195). 

Thus, it became politically expedient to consider the specific needs and requirements of 

black people. During the 1980s, this resulted in a number of government sponsored 

initiatives such as the much-criticised urban programme (Smith, 1989~ Sivanandan, 

1990). 
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The various criminal justice agencies were inevitably central to the law and order 

response to the disturbances. Specifically, the problematic nature of police-black 

relations attracted scrutiny. Michael Keith has argued that the police explanation for the 

disturbances predominately reflected a racialised liberal perspective (Keith, 1993). It 

follows that the law and order response of the police, and other closely associated 

criminal justice agencies, included an apparent commitment to reform and redistribution 

with specific regards to black people. The substantial academic literature and political 

commentary generated as a result of the disturbances focused on viable ways to 

implement a programme incorporating this commitment (e.g. Benyon, 1984; Benyon & 

Solomos, 1987). The aim of this section is to demonstrate that the formation of the BJP 

reflected one widely adopted response. 

Thus, the section identifies the origins of the BJP in the institutional response to 

the disturbances. In particular, the role of three key individuals in the formation of the 

project is identified. It is revealed that these individuals were ideally placed to form the 

project due to their paid employment within relevant criminal justice agencies. It is 

suggested that the 'post-riot' political climate of the mid-1980s provided a suitable 

context within which their idea for a Black Justice Project could be pursued at an 

institutional level. Specifically, it is argued that their detailed working knowledge of 

police and probation service policy enabled them to legitimise their idea for the project 

using the acceptable language of reform and redistribution adopted by both 

organisations following the disturbances. Additionally, the section demonstrates that 

this climate incorporated the development of inter-agency co-operation and the 

expansion of the voluntary sector. This also effectively secured institutional support for 

the project. 

The three key individuals are referred to below as Maria, Morris and Raymond. 

As will be explained further, Maria was a black initiatives worker employed by NACRO, 

Morris was an outreach worker employed by South Yorkshire Probation Service and 

Raymond was a senior youth worker at the city council's education department. 

NACRO, the National Association for the Care and Resettlement of Offenders, 

provides resettlement services, such as housing and employment education, for ex­

offenders. It also provides information on penal affairs and for prisoners' families. 

Following the disturbances, NACRO's Black Initiatives Unit represented a timely 

endeavour, at an institutional level within the criminal justice process, to foster a more 
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constructive working relationship with black racialised groups. It was therefore 

inevitable that workers employed by the unit perceived themselves to be part of the 

post-riot social and political context. In fact, the management committee at the BJP 

referred to the instrumental role of one of the unit's regional workers in forming the 

project. The worker, Maria, helped to create a Black Justice Forum from which the idea 

for the project emerged. Like the other key individuals, she remained a member of the 

project's management committee. 

"Maria, as a member of the management committee, who was one of the 
people involved in the forum from the outset. I've got to say in the case 
of Maria that, from the very outset, because as a member, being part of 
the community black initiatives unit of NACRO in the mid-80s, she was 
probably central to developing a forum. And part of her role, she had a 
regional role in the north of England and other areas, and this was one 
of the things that she was very much involved in getting off the ground". 
(Joe) 

It was clear that the forum reflected a working commitment to multi-agency co­

operation. The future co-ordinator and management committee of the BJP attended 

meetings as a result of their paid capacity within the careers service, local authority, 

probation service and youth service. Here, the co-ordinator explained the nature of his 

original involvement. 

"Initially, I used to work/or the local authority, in the community safety 
unit, as a student on placement/rom a degree course. Now, part of what 
the unit was trying to do was advise black people about what their rights 
were. So, we got together with South Yorkshire probation service to set 
up some seminars and so we set up a series of seminars, I think there 
was about six, and they went really well. And then probation service 
and one 0/ the workers, who was a black woman from NACRO, said 
would I like to get involved in the Black Justice Forum. So, I asked my 
boss and my boss said, well, you can do it in work time ". (Majid) 

The co-ordinator revealed the significance of the NACRO worker's role further 

by explaining how the future of the forum was potentially jeopardised when her period 

of employment with NACRO ended. 

"Now, the Black Justice Forum was looking at issues around black 
people and criminal justice and then what the group was trying to do 
was set up a Help On Arrest Scheme. But as we were about to get 
together and start setting that up, Maria's job, who was the woman who 
was working with the black initiatives unit, her job finished and 
therefore there was no-one really to co-ordinate the meetings et cetera. 
So, the group decided to disband and what they would do is apply for 



Origins and Purpose of the BJP: 79 

some funding from the Home Office. If the funding came through, the 
group would get back together and decided on how to spend it, job 
description, personnel spec et cetera. We left it at that. The application 
form was filled in by probation and Maria ". (Majid) 

This explanation demonstrated how the existence of the BJF depended on the worker's 

contribution as co-ordinator. Particularly, it revealed that those who attended the forum 

through their paid employment within statutory organisations had a limited commitment 

to its development. Thus, a co-ordinating body was required to pursue a multi-agency 

approach. Furthermore, the co-ordinator indicated that, in being able to secure the co­

operation of the probation service, the NACRO worker was ideally placed to apply for 

Home Office funding. 

In fact, the worker was based at a particular probation service office which 

provided an inevitable focus for her work due to the large black, working class 

composition of its catchment area. The 'post-riot' focus on reform and redistribution 

with regards to the black population ensured that such areas were identified as targets 

for the resources provided by the Black Initiatives Unit. It was from this office that the 

application for government funding was prepared. During the research, the senior 

probation officer at the office was also a management committee member of the BJP. 

She explained her office's involvement as follows. 

"Historically, this office has always been involved right back when the 
project was under the umbrella of NACRO with the black initiatives unit, 
it was all with the senior probation officer. And so there have been two 
of us who 've been closely involved, myself and Chris who's the previous 
senior probation officer here, who was here for five years. So, he sort of 
saw it through all its early incarnations, and when I came in to take over 
from Chris, it was part of the job that I took over ". (Jill) 

The worker for NACRO's Black Initiatives Unit provided the initial link between the 

BJF and this probation service office. Again, this demonstrated how she was ideally 

situated to pursue the potential for a Black Justice Project at an institutional level. 

It follows that, through her paid employment, the worker was well placed to 

enter into a productive exchange with the probation service. Her inevitable familiarity 

with the newly reinforced language of reform and redistribution, and the development of 

associated policies, enabled her to legitimise the idea for a project without alienating 

these potential funders. This argument reflects Paul Rock's work on victims policy. He 

has argued that radical feminists in Canada could not enter into an exchange with the 
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government because, unlike other feminists, they did not describe themselves as victims 

(Rock, 1986:210-40). Similarly, the NACRO worker would almost certainly have failed 

in her attempt to secure institutional support if she had framed her proposal in more 

radical language and had excluded the idea of partnership through inter-agency co­

operation. 

The 'post-riot' willingness of the probation service to support the forum's idea is 

explicable with reference to the creation of its outreach worker position. The senior 

probation officer referred to this position as part of the liberal institutional response to 

the disturbances. 

HI suppose the service has the concern to support the project because 
our outreach worker post was set up because of the unrest in 1981 and I 
mean a number of service posts were created particularly to outreach 
into black communities around that time. But certainly, the particular 
focus of our outreach post I suppose became fairly clear around then", 
(Jill) 

With increasing budget restrictions, the plan for a Help On Arrest Scheme represented a 

legitimate means of re-defining the role of the outreach worker in a way that would not 

reduce service provision to black people. 

"So, it was increasingly important that the outreach worker's service 
became very closely linked to the core of the service and one of the 
implications of that has been that we've been less able to devote time to 
pre-trial work. So, the BJP and the Help On Arrest Scheme provided a 
specific focus for one bit of that where certainly Morris was routinely 
called out when people were arrested He'd go down to the police 
station and put in an awful lot of time". (JiIl) 

This meant that the probation service's broad commitment to black issues could be 

maintained without jeopardising the quality of its core work. 

Further, the service could develop a multi-agency initiative in accordance with 

newly established policy. During the 1980s, the idea of partnership began to be pursued 

by various statutory organisations including the probation service. This was a result of 

the Home Office's increasing concern with the effectiveness of the public sector and its 

financial management. The resulting 'Statement of National Objectives and Priorities 

for the Probation Service' helped to introduce the general policy of 'buying in' services 

which had previously been provided internally (Parry-Khan, 1988~ Home Office, 1991b). 

Thus, the service's support for the project reflected a key policy requirement. 
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The perceived legitimacy of the forum's funding proposal was therefore 

inevitably judged according to the policy priorities of the probation service. The 

service's role in both writing the proposal for funding and forwarding it to the Home 

Office demonstrated that it was a vital source of support for the forum's idea. 

Additionally, it is important to note that the idea for the BJP was developed at a 

time when the expansion of the voluntary sector was increasingly advocated by a 

government favouring minimum state intervention. This led to a revised focus on 

volunteers in the criminal justice system (Gill & Mawby, 1990:7-10). It was therefore 

reasonable to assume that the Home Office welcomed the BJP's proposed status as a 

voluntary organisation. This, together with the project's role in complementing the 

probation service's commitment to black issues, was almost certain to have positively 

influenced the successful outcome of the funding proposal. 

The outreach worker referred to by the senior probation officer was, in fact, the 

second key individual instrumental to the formation of the BJP. Based at the same 

probation service office as the NACRO worker, Morris was attributed with providing 

some of the crucial impulse initially required to form the BJF. His previous experience 

as a youth worker both enabled him to secure the outreach worker position and pursue 

the development of a project. 

"Morris was the other person who was one of the main inspirations 
behind this scheme and, at the time when it was being developed, one, he 
was working with me as a part- time youth worker, I was in charge and 
he was one of my workers, and, secondly, he got a job as an outreach 
worker with the probation service. Which again helped us to attach it to 
that "0 (Raymond) 

Similarly, Raymond's explanation of Morris's role suggests his contribution as the third 

key individual in the formation of the BJP. He also became involved due to his paid 

employment in the youth office of the city council's education department. 

"Originally, I was a youth worker working with a black project in the 
city and when we sort of 0 •• obviously I was working quite considerably 
with young people who was falling foul of the law, for whatever reason, 
and there was a need to actually devise a scheme really. So, we did a lot 
of work with the probation service and, in conjunction with the 
probation service, we began to look at ways in which a scheme could be 
devised So, that was sort of the beginnings of the BJP "0 (Raymond) 

Raymond's paid employment as a youth worker therefore involved liaising with the 

probation service regarding issues which corresponded to its political agenda of black 



Origins and Purpose ofthe BJP: 82 

street crime and violence. Further, Morris's role as a youth worker and probation 

service outreach worker to black communities demonstrated his working commitment to 

pursuing the interests of black people. 

Significantly, the contribution of both reveals the youth service's involvement as 

another key source of support for the project's formation. Their paid employment 

suggests the service's commitment to both black issues and multi-agency co-operation, 

with particular emphasis on working with the probation service. Thus, the youth 

service's support for the development of a BJP represented an extension of its priorities 

at that time. The legitimacy of the proposal's focus was therefore already firmly 

established within this statutory organisation as well. 

Like Maria, through their paid employment, Raymond and Morris were familiar 

with the language of reform and redistribution which characterised the policies of 

relevant statutory organisation following the disturbances. They were therefore well 

placed to adopt this language and policy orientation to seek support for a project within 

the youth service and probation service. In fact, both Raymond and Morris perceived 

themselves to be part of the social and political context which followed the disturbances. 

Specifically, they understood the project to be a formal response to the apparently dire 

state of police-black relations. They explained how their related experience and 

knowledge was integral to their involvement with the project. 

"About twenty years ago, the youth service had a committee of people, 
youth workers, who would go out to interview people and assist people 
who get arrested within the local prison cells. And that fell through 
after about ten years because something happened to one of our youth 
workers who got arrested and there was a lot of mistrust between black 
people and the police. Hence, what the BJP is doing now, and what its 
actually done, is brought all this back into the arena". (Morris) 

Raymond revealed that he was the youth worker referred to by Morris. 

"/ was one of the root causes for the relationship between the African­
Caribbean community and the police actually breaking down so I always 
find this subject difficult to talk about. Because I didn't want to be a 
root cause of that at all. I mean, back in 1981, they decided to arrest 
me and that led to real problems ". (Raymond) 

In summary, during the summer of 1981, Raymond explained that there were a number 

of minor confrontations between the police and, predominately, young African­

Caribbean men in a particular part of Sheffield city centre. He understood these 
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confrontations to be a direct result of proactive policing. With the agreement of the 

police, the youth office responded by sending youth workers to act as intermediaries 

whenever a confrontation took place. However, on one occasion when his assistance 

was requested, Raymond was arrested, charged and, eventually, found guilty of causing 

an obstruction. He argued that the injustice of his experience combined with the 

harassment of the young men had serious consequences. 

"Basically, what happened was, formally, people from the A/rical1-
Caribbean community withdrew their supporllillk with the police and its 
been d(fficlIlt for them to get back in alld negotiate rOllnd the table ". 
(Raymond) 

Thus, for Raymond, the BJP represented one means of re-formalising communications 

between the two groups. However, the BJP was never described officially as a response 

to seemingly oppressive, unjust police actions. Additionally, it was never described as 

being on opposite sides to the police. Rather. it was marketed more neutrally as a 

means of achieving justice for black people by educating and informing them of their 

rights under the law. Again, this suggests that it was acceptable at an institutional level 

specifically because those involved in formulating the proposal for the project did not 

adopt the confrontational language of racism and, instead. adopted the liberalised. 

politically acceptable language of reform and redistribution. 

To summarise. the job-related priorities of these three key individuals reflected 

racialised issues which were part of the mainstream political agenda during the 'post­

riot' period of the mid-1980s. As a result. they were ideally situated to legitimise the 

BlF's proposal by reflecting the politically acceptable language and related policies of 

reform and redistribution. This provided the initial impetus for the acceptance of the 

idea for a BJP at an institutional level. The employee of NACRO's Black Initiatives 

Unit was instrumental in consolidating the idea specifically in practical terms of co­

ordinating the BJF and applying for Home Office funding. Again. her specific success is 

understandable with reference to wider political concerns following the disturbances. 

Importantly, their idea for the project reflected the probation service's directive to 

pursue the development of multi-agency initiatives and to reform its financial 

management by purchasing services which had previously been provided 'in-house'. 

Furthermore, it was clear that the Black Justice Forum's plan for a HOAS was 

transformed into a successful funding proposal despite considerable difficulties of a 

constitutional nature. The liberal notions of reform and redistribution were implicit 
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within institutional acceptance for a project that appeared to contradict the idea of 

equality before the law. The minorities officer at South Yorkshire Police outlined the 

efforts of both his department and probation service representatives to overcome this 

obstacle and secure institutional approval. 

"There was quite a bit of research done into it. Our legal representative 
looked at it to see if we could run it under the race relations act '" 
under the law we were allowed to do it because, although we were 
facilitating the scheme, we weren't actually running it, So, we were 
allowed under, if I could look the actual official words up, that took a 
bit ofresearching", (Sgt. Davies) 

The approval of the police was essential to securing Home Office funding as the 

establishment of a HOAS required their co-operation. The police therefore represented 

another key source of support. Speculation regarding the reason for the chief 

constable's support of the project was abundant. It was usual for research participants 

to assume that his previous experience of a similar project in London indicated the 

reason for his consent. 

"I think it paved the way jor us through the service, you know, and 
that's because he was used to something like this happening in London 
where he was based before, He used to work around the Broadwater 
Farm area and he used to have what we've got now as volunteers going 
into prison cells but also, what did they call it, assisted visitors from the 
black community", (Morris) 

This explanation was rejected by the chief constable who argued that his experience of 

the London project was not entirely favourable. Instead, other aspects of his general 

professional experience provide a more accurate explanation. These include a highly 

relevant 'community relations' post at Scotland Yard in the 'post-riot' political climate 

of the 1980s. The chief constable was asked if his previous experiences of policing 

within black communities had, in any way, influenced his decision to support the BJP. 

"Oh definitely, absolutely, yes, because I'd served in Notting Hill in 
1966 to 67 then again in 1973 through to 1977, Then I went to the Yard 
in 1981 and was the chief superintendent in charge of community 
relations strategy. So, each of those had a very strong influence, And 
then there is something about the personal, as well as the professional, 
about equality and even-handedness of treatment, So, all of that, both 
the professional and the personal part, combined to influence me in 
being sympathetic towards the establishment of the group ", (Chief 
Constable) 
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The centrality of issues of 'race' and police-black relations to police 'public 

relations' understanding has been well-established (Solomos & Back, 1995: 188). From 

1981, this understanding included the potential benefits of multi-agency initiatives. 

Thus, it is not difficult to appreciate why, in particular, the chief constable's position at 

Scotland Yard influenced his decision to endorse the idea for a project. The chief 

constable's endorsement essentially reflected a more general police policy orientation 

towards the kind of initiative being developed by the project. This meant that the policy 

context of the 1980s was, again, highly relevant to institutional support for the project. 

In fact, the following comment by the chief provides clear evidence of this position. 

"We had, here in South Yorkshire. a unique group called SYGMA which 
is South Yorkshire Group for Multi-Agency Co-operation within the 
criminal justice system. I was the founder of the group even before I 
took office. I was designated chief constable in June 1990 and I 
founded the group prior to my arrival". (Chief Constable) 

As a result, police endorsement for the formation of the BJP was the outcome of a 

process of legitimacy whereby both the legal and political implications of their support 

were carefully considered and deemed to be in accordance with police policy. 

This section has identified the role of three key individuals in the formation of the 

BJP. It has been revealed that these individuals were able to form the project 

successfully due to their paid employment within relevant statutory organisations. This 

was achieved by adopting the politically acceptable language of reform and 

redistribution to both legitimise the project and reflect the policy context at an 

institutional level. The organisations were identified as the probation service and the 

police with the collaboration ofNACRO and the youth service. 

Thus, the section has confirmed that the 'post-riot' political climate of the mid-

1980s provided the wider social, economic and political context within which their idea 

for a project was endorsed at an institutional level. Statutory endorsement of the idea 

for the project was secured via a process of legitimacy which took into account the 

policies of each organisation at the time. Particularly, a general adherence to the 

development of both multi-agency initiatives and the voluntary sector increased the 

likelihood that the idea for the project would be formally accepted. In short, the 

formation of the BJP was seen to have specific benefits for these organisations, 

especially in terms of operationalising the policies of both the probation service and the 
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police. Institutional commitment to the project and its aims culminated in the support of 

the Home Office by a successful application for funding. 

Having established the institutional origins of the BJP, the following section 

examines its subsequent development by outlining in detail the perspective which under­

pinned its aims and objectives. 

3.3 The black perspective 

The aim of this section IS to examme why the volunteers at the project 

understood the interests and experiences of black people to warrant the formation of 

organisations like the BIP. It is revealed that a crucial racialised division was 

understood to exist in accordance with the black-white binary opposition. Further, it is 

argued that the black perspective defined by the volunteers relegates the dominating 

perspectives of white people to a secondary position in order to establish an alternative 

'black' way of viewing the racialised social world. This is based on an imagined black 

community which presupposes a white majority community. It is therefore argued that 

the perspective represents a moderated essentialism which, ultimately, excludes whites. 

The section begins by determining the theoretical basis under-pinning the black 

perspective. The internal contradiction inherent within the perspective is highlighted as 

a prerequisite for examining its implementation by the BJP. The second part of the 

section relates the black perspective to the project's aims and objectives in order to 

provide the background required to assess the extent of its success. 

It must be stressed that the term 'community' is used below to delineate both an 

advantageous medium for the expression of diverse interests and aspirations and a ready 

means of mobilising collectively (Cohen, 1994: 108-9). It is described as 'imagined' 

because its members will never know the majority of their fellow members but, 

nevertheless, have in mind an image of their commonality (Anderson, 1983: 15-16). 

Importantly, it reflects the volunteers' common sense understanding of the social world 

and reveals the contribution of symbols to this understanding. These ideas are explored 

in greater detail in Chapter Seven but are included here because they are instrumental to 

defining the black perspective. 

The black perspective, as conceptualised by the volunteers, is based on the 

premise that the black population exists in relation to a white community which 

manifestly fails to respond to the specific needs and interests of black people in general. 
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Particularly, the needs and interests of this imagined white community were understood 

to be furthered automatically by statutory organisations in direct contrast with those of 

black people. This meant that, for the volunteers, white interests are prioritised at the 

expense of black ones. 

"Because the community is obviously made up of black people and those 
who are at the head or forefront of government and society aren't 
catering for black people anyway. Don't recognise their needs, don't 
try to cater for their need'), don't understand black people, don't want to 
understand black people". (Ross) 

"Yes, 'cause I think white organisations can't cater for their needs ... 
There's a lot of racism. I think that, no matter how right on people can 
pretend to be, when it comes to the choice, I think they'l/ always put 
their own first. So, we do need our own organisations really". (Marie) 

As a result, there was a consensus of opinion among the volunteers that predominately 

white institutions cannot be relied on to further the interests of black people. Instead, 

the black population was thought to have no alternative but to take responsibility for its 

own well-being. 

"Personally, I think because the mainstream, well community or 
statutory bodies or whatever, actually fall short in meeting the needs of 
the black community. Well personally, I believe that the idea around 
care in the community has been going on in the black community for 
some time anyway because it was a matter of survival, yeah?". (David) 

By prioritising black needs and interests, the black perspective was therefore conceived 

of as part of an ethic of self-help which arguably pervades black racialised groups. It 

was thought to represent a crucial response to the racialised inequalities experienced by 

black people and was thus thought to incorporate a potential challenge to the assumed 

privileges of an imagined white community. 

In terms of the volunteers' broader understanding of the meaning of 'race', the 

black perspective in no way implies that racialised inequalities arise from natural, 

predetermined differences between white and black people. Rather, it suggests that they 

exist illegitimately to benefit one group over and above the other. This corresponds 

with the view of 'race' as a social and political construction. 

Similarly, the volunteers described an imagined black community based on a 

common, collective experience and understanding. As has already been stressed, the 

volunteers' understanding of this black community reflected the importance of symbols 
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in helping individuals to make sense of the social world. The numerous differences 

between the various groups included in this description were deemed irrelevant by the 

symbol 'black' meaning negatively racialised. Thus, what mattered was that volunteers 

perceived a shared experience of being under-privileged in relation to white people. The 

BJP was regarded as a means of sharing this experience and understanding in order to 

further the interests of all members of the community. 

"/ do think that it is important where people have comnumalties, 
common awareness alld 1II1derstandin~, that they are ahle to develop 
strategies within those OIxanisations to go further to provide those kind 
(?fwaysforward ... hecause they have the lInderstalldin~ alld cn1 larelless, 
they do have the hasis (?f knowledge to put forward to say, you know, 
this is something which has to he addressed". (Susan). 

"I think you tend to have this re .... pect. I think they go through the .",·ame 
things we go through killda, yeah. Those I know, the volullteers who are 
Afro-Carihhean, hlacks and Asians, when we ~o to the police station, 
there is this sense (?f solidarity, kind (?f thing. This is our OIxallisation. 
We have a11.\·/(fferedfrom it1l0W and then ". (Khalid) 

In fact. the volunteers considered it important that the interests of this imagined 

black community are represented by black organisations and black professionals. This 

amounted to a partial rejection of the assistance offered by their white counterparts. 

" ... form their own as opposed to having white people voicing them? / 
think its hetterfor hlack people to have a voice for hlack people instead 
(l having white people voicing them ". (Diana) 

"I'm one (?f the helievers that really the hlack community needs to do a 
lot (l things for itse?f which means using hluck pnlessionals wherever 
possihle ". (Raymond) 

Furthermore, a collective effort by members of the imagined black community was 

thought to be necessary to ensure that their needs and interests effectively command the 

attention of statutory organisations. 

"Because, without getlin~ to~ether, you know, like these like pn?iects 
and organisations, you're pulling people together and they'll get their 
voices heard more ". (Anwar) 

"Its down to the more people. Well, its hasically down 10 if one person 
shouts its less likely to he heard than ~f a hundred people are shollting. 
Group efforts always seems to work. They're your hest het arell', 
they? ". (Gary) 
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The black perspective, defined by the volunteers, was thought to reflect an imagined 

black community and was described as representing a means by which the black 

population can collectively pursue its specific requirements whilst challenging the 

unequal, racialised relationship of power which was understood to privilege an imagined 

white community. 

The volunteers' insistence that a collective effort is desirable introduced the 

question of if and how far members of the white community are legitimately able to 

contribute to it. The following volunteers were asked if the BJP's training programme 

focused specifically on the needs of black people in the criminal justice system. 

"1 think it was more general which helped me a hell of a lot in as much 
as most of the volunteers are either black, Afro-Caribbean, Asian or 
other minority group. And so it made it a hell of a lot easier for me, 
being a white European male, with no concept of what its like to be, you 
know, in the situation". (Peter). 

"It (the training) was always from a black perspective, or with always a 
black perspective in mind. Because the trainers were white, so 1 don't 
think there gonna manage to deliver a black perspective". (Richard) 

"If you've not got black trainers, it can 'I obviously be from a black 
perspective". (Caroline). 

Their responses suggest that members of the white community are fundamentally unable 

to understand fully and adopt the black perspective. As a result, being black is of crucial 

symbolic significance because it enables differences between the various 'non-white' 

racialised groups to be disguised. It suggests an essential black identity from which all I 
white people are permanently excluded. From this view, it is crucial for the black 

community to form its own organisations to satisfactorily further its specific needs and 

interests. 

"Yeah, its very important. I feel that if its a black person and its a black 
organisation, they'll actually push it more for it to be a success. Rather 
than try and it don't go well then just leave it. They'll keep pushing and 
pushing". (Charlotte) 

"But 1 think that its also important for there to be independent black 
organisations as far as possible, independent including the funding, so 
that they can push for issues without compromise, without having to 
trim". (Nabeel) 

However, none of the volunteers agreed that white people should be prohibited 

from volunteering for the BJP. It was therefore useful to conceptualise the black 
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perspective as a moderated form of essentialism. The volunteers insisted that the white 

population is capable of appreciating such a perspective and considered it important that 

white people are educated in this respect. 

"Me Mum's white and she doesn't understand ... but she wasn't 
educated in that respect. She's always been in your working class jobs 
or whatever. So, I can't blame her, she was always there to support me. 
The sympathy was there but the empathy weren't, you know?". (Alison). 

"Well because, like I said be/ore, the Caucasians don't, they have to 
learn about black issues and if they don't learn about black issues they 
cannot understand. We need to have our own projects, right, for black 
people to talk about black issues". (Veronica). 

Thus, the volunteers identified a distinction between the experience of being black and 

being able to appreciate what it means to be black. This serves the purpose of validating 

the perceived existence of an essential black experience, from which an imagined black 

community arises, whilst including the white community in the response to racialised 

inequalities. 

In fact, the volunteers stressed that simply creating an organisation for black 

people by no means provides an unambiguous guarantee of a commitment to furthering 

their community's needs and interests. This meant that the volunteers did not 

understand black organisations to adopt automatically the black perspective. The 

following responses are from volunteers who were asked if they thought it was 

important for black people to have their own organisations. 

"As long as they have true principles and true priorities to meet. Not if 
they're thought up by somebody in terms 0/ political correctness, its just 
simply a policy judgement. You don't want that. You want something 
that has a genuine aim and that there is a genuine need/or". (Diana) 

"There has been such a lot of lip service paid to black people, certain 
projects, and this is going to be set up to do this and this and this, you 
know? Pay what is due to us, right? We don't need little projects to get 
off the ground to do this and this and this/or us, you know?". (Susan) 

This raises the important issue of how to distinguish between a black organisation based 

on the key principles of the black perspective and one based on a rhetorical commitment 

to furthering the needs and interests of an imagined black community. In short, how to 

separate an authentic conception of blackness from one with no firm foundation. The 

issue is further complicated by the acceptable inclusion of white people in a collective 

response. 
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As a result, the internal contradiction surrounding the volunteers' notions of 

blackness is revealed. The volunteers provided no explanation regarding how to 

distinguish satisfactorily between the two kinds of organisation. Rather, they assumed 

that the BIP is an example of the more desirable kind. The inability of volunteers to 

propose a distinction was understandable due to their adherence to a moderated form of 

essentialism. The volunteers' idea of an essential black identity contradicted their view 

that blackness is socially and politically constructed to privilege an imagined white 

community. Ultimately, this kind of contradiction means that an authentic conception of 

blackness is, in fact, impossible to unobtain. Thus, the idea of an imagined black 

community sharing an essential black identity is questionable and, in turn, unsustainable. 

However, as has already been demonstrated, the black perspective advanced by 

the volunteers depends on an adherence to the notion of an imagined black community 

with shared experiences and interests. It is therefore important to examine how the 

volunteers incorporated this understanding into their interpretation of the project's aims 

and objectives. The remainder of this section explores the volunteers' interpretation in 

order to provide a measurement with which to evaluate the BJP's success. 

The stated aim of the BIP is to inform black people of their legal rights and to 

provide practical assistance to those who had been arrested or detained. Its objectives 

are to provide seminars and other forums addressing all aspects of criminal justice and to 

develop and promote both a HOAS and information packs covering the law and legal 

advice. 

It was, however, clear that, for the volunteers, the underlying intent of the 

project is to ensure that black people in general are better equipped to manage racialised 

encounters with various criminal justice agencies. The likelihood of a satisfactory 

outcome was thought to be increased by reducing the possibility that the civil rights of 

black people assume secondary status to those of white people. The issue of citizenship 

is inextricable from debates about nationality. It is therefore useful to begin the final 

part of this chapter by examining how and why the volunteers described themselves as 

British. 

The volunteers expressed a practical affiliation with Britain by describing 

themselves as British purely because they have British citizenship. In fact, one half of 

the volunteers referred specifically to the fact that they are British by birth. 
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"I am British actually. I've lived here, I was born here and everything. 
It makes me British ... as far as my status is concerned, how I see it is, I 
was born here, I was brought up here, I went to school here, I'm 
working here". (Amjid) 

"By the very fact that I was born here, yeah I'm British. But that's as 
far as it goes". (Ross) 

As the latter response indicates, the volunteers did not straightforwardly define 

themselves as British. They used a restricted definition of Britishness to refer to 

citizenship only. This excluded any symbolic identification with a British national 

identity. For example, the following volunteer identified symbolically with her country 

of origin. 

"I was born in India but I'm British. So yes, I would describe myself as 
British but I do have a lot of patriotic feelings towards India and I'm 
very proud to be an Indian. And strictly speaking, I'd say I'm Indian 
not British ... I only describe myself as British when it comes to 
application forms, when it talks about nationality, and my nationality on 
my passport is British. That's the only reason why I say British". 
(Lata) 

In addition to this, the volunteers argued that they have no alternative but to adopt a 

restricted definition of Britishness. This implies that they are unable to adopt a British 

national identity at the symbolic level. The following comments are representative of 

their views. 

"Most definitely not. I mean, we are English because we were born in 
England, we're British. But I could never stand up and say that I were 
proud to be British. I don't see how, sorry". (Caroline). 

"No, I'm a black Afro-Caribbean Jamaican of Jamaican parents. I've 
got British nationality but I'm not classed as British". (Veronica) 

The distinction between a practical affiliation and a symbolic identification links 

the understanding of the volunteers. For the purposes of this section, the distinction is 

significant because it means that, regardless of their symbolic identification with the 

country, the volunteers acknowledged their British citizenship. Their understanding of 

the purpose of the BJP reflected the entitlements of black people as British citizens. The 

discussion that follows is therefore a summary of how they considered the project to 

challenge racialised inequalities by adopting the black perspective to protect and 

advance the civil rights of an imagined black community. 
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An explicit aim of the project is to provide information and advice to black 

people regarding the law and the criminal justice process. A management committee 

member explained the various methods through which this aim is realised. 

"And the main aim (l that (BJP's seminar,,) was to ,'pread and share 
i/~/ormatiol1 ahout how the ,\ystem works, people's rights on arrest,., so 
that 's iI~/ormatio/1, whether its throllgh seminars, L'O/!/erences, al'io the 
printedform, client's card,', packs, thing" like that, that you're prohably 
familiar with. So, iI?/o1'matio/1 has heell a key thing alld also 
il!/ormationface-to-:face 01' on the pho/1e, There's a telepho/1e help-line, 
there's an (?ffice. People can come in jllst wilh general enquiries ", 
(Joe) 

The project's role as an information provider was recognised by the volunteers. By 

providing information, the project was thought to enable black people to access their 

right to equal justice before the law, In this sense, the project was understood to 

empower black people to pursue their citizenship rights. 

"Again, its access to justice really, Its heing there 011 the end (l a 
phone, its heing there to see people, 1 think it de.finitely doesfu(fil what 
it says it does ", (Karen) 

"I think the main use for it is, {/ it was in filII swing, its to let people 
know their rights and defend them, their rights, Sometimes people, 
hecause they don't know or they, 1 don't know, itsjllst helping people to 
know what their rights are alld helping each other through d{fficult 
times ", (Pam) 

The idea of empowerment is implicit in the following response from an interview with 

the project's co-ordinator. He explained how the project's function as an information 

provider enables black people to handle negative contact with the police. Essentially, 

they were deemed to be better able to manage racialised encounters successfully, 

"Under certai" circumstances, hy law, they are required to answer 
certain questions, right, Now, hecause they don', know that, it then 
gives the police (lficer the right to arrest them, right, IIntil he can get 
the al1.\wers to those questions, So, unless people are aware (l simple 
things like thaI, they're gonna get i1l10 hassles, into COl?/lict with the 
police, So, part (!/what we're doing is educating people, so that should 
overcome some problems ". (Majid) 

Furthermore, the project was understood to help protect black people's right to 

equal justice before the law by monitoring the various criminal justice agencies, 

including the police, In principle, it decreases the likelihood that black people's civil 

rights are neglected by ensuring that the law is applied correctly, For the volunteers, 
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this observation function of the project provides a useful means of challenging 

potentially racialised policing. 

"It keep the police on their toes ... its like its keeping a check on the 
police, on whether they do things to the book. Say, for example, its a 
way of checking the police to see if they're doing the right job". 
(Khalid) 

"Also, what I also expected and what it is is more, I don't know if it was 
brought out for this, but its also more a check on the police that they're 
doing their job correctly". (Anwar) 

The BJP was also understood to advance black people's right to equal justice by 

aiming to protect their well-being. As a result, the project was seen to adopt a welfare 

role by providing practical help and support according to the requirements of black 

people. 

"Like helping ethnic minorities really. I just feel like that knowing that 
there's a project like this, people know, ethniclblack minorities know, 
that there's actually a group of people that are there to actually help 
them with any kind of problem to do with the police or whatever". 
(Charlotte) 

The project's welfare role is particularly apparent in references to its HOAS. The 

principle of the scheme involves ensuring that suspects receive an acceptable standard of 

care whilst in custody. This includes offering support by tending to the suspect's health 

and dietary requirements. 

"If someone came to me and said, obViously I can't get you out of here 
but I'm certainly here to help and to make sure you've got everything 
and to give you some advice if I can, then I'd be more than happy you 
know. So I think, more than anything, its support to the detainee". 
(Peter) 

Again, this was thought to help protect the civil rights of black people by implicitly 

monitoring how far the police apply the law correctly in the specific context of police 

custody. In theory, the HOAS reduces the likelihood that the police codes of practice 

are ignored or manipulated. 

In summary, the aims and objectives of the BJP were understood to represent a 

means through which an imagined black community can advance and protect its civil 

rights of citizenship. For the volunteers, the purpose of the project is to challenge the 

racialised status of members of the black community as second class citizens in relation 

to members of the white community. The project was conceived of as functioning from 
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the black perspective in order to ensure that, in future, local black people are better 

equipped to manage encounters with the police and other criminal justice agencies. 

The next section examines critically how the BJP attempted to pursue its aims 

and objectives, and so operationalise the black perspective, through its self-defined 

status as an independent black voluntary organisation. Section 3.4 therefore begins the 

consideration of the project's success. 

3.4 Embracing the black perspective: the BJP's management of image 

The purpose of this section is to explain how and why embracing the black 

perspective required careful management of the BJP's image. The argument presented 

is based on two key, identifiable tensions. First, the project's self-appointed role as both 

advocate and intermediary for black people incorporated an explicit rejection of the 

notion of community representatives. It is argued that this rejection ultimately 

contradicted the black perspective's notion of an imagined black community and thus 

did not straightforwardly portray the project's position. Second, the section investigates 

the tension between the project's self-defined independent status and its dependence on 

statutory organisations for financial and practical support. The potential dilution of the 

black perspective is suggested as one likely consequence of the project's carefully 

formulated strategy to secure support. 

It is demonstrated that evaluating the BJP's success was as much about 

determining the success with which it managed its image as it was about determining the 

extent to which it successfully operationalised a black perspective. This, it is argued, 

succinctly highlights the contradictory notions of blackness confronted by the project 

when formulating and pursuing its aims and objectives. 

3.4.1 An advocate and intermediary for black people? 

It was clear from the interviews with the project's co-ordinator and management 

committee that they were careful to distance themselves from the notion that the project 

acts as a representative for black people. They referred critically to the role of self­

defined 'community representatives' and criticised, in particular, the willingness of the 

police to liaise with so-called 'community leaders'. By doing so, they questioned the 

legitimacy of these people's claims to represent an imagined black community. 
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"Like all this thing about community leaders which is a load of crap 
basically. They've got friendships or alliances with some key people in 
every community, black and white, but then again, its all words with the 
black community when they meet with the leaders. And that's the notion 
that we need to come away from. There's no community leaders in my 
book. At the end of the day, we have some puppets who are claiming 
that they represent the community". (Salim) 

"The mistake they sometimes make is that, because you're black, you 
must know everyone and everything and you don't. 1 would never say 
that 1 did 1 mean, 1 don't know everything that happens within the 
African-Caribbean community and 1 'm quite active within it, you know". 
(Ioe) 

Instead, they promoted the project as an advocate and intermediary for black people. 

Rather than assuming the precarious and contradictory role of non-elected delegate, the 

project was therefore conceived of as an ally and source of support for those who 

requested it. This meant that, rather than acting as a voice for an imagined black 

community, the project was understood to help others in pursuing their own needs and 

interests. The following example demonstrates how the project's co-ordinator was 

always cautious to express the project's role in these terms. 

"The incident in Northill, for example, that happened The people 
approached us and what we did was we advised them in terms of what 
the legalities were. You need to inform the police, you need to do this, 
you need to do that. But the work of the picket itself was done by the 
young people themselves. So, they went round organising everything ... 
it was the young people themselves that went to the meeting with the 
police. right, so we were just advising them and they were doing 
everything themselves. So, I think if there's an issue then the community 
can actually take it up themselves and deal with it and what we can do is 
advise them and help them along the way". (Majid) 

Thus, the project was understood to facilitate and support black people without 

adopting a leading role. The young Pakistanis, to whom the co-ordinator referred, 

organised a successful protest to voice their criticisms of the police. By ensuring that 

they understood how to organise a legal protest, the project's assistance was thought to 

eliminate the need for a 'community representative' to liaise with the authorities. This 

example indicates how the role of advocate is less overtly political when compared to 

that of representative. The political stance of the young people was central to the action 

taken whereas that of the project's was, at most, peripheral. Instead of the project, the 

young people were therefore understood to represent an imagined black community. 
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The HOAS was also understood to operate according to the project's self­

appointed role as advocate and intermediary. For example, BJP volunteers are only 

permitted to attend call-outs if their assistance is specifically requested by suspects. This 

project regulation was consistently stressed during their induction training. Further, the 

volunteers clearly defined their role in terms of being an intermediary between black 

suspects and custody officers. 

"We're like middlemen in there aren't we? Like, like liaison officers or 
something. Someone in there making sure both sides are at ease and 
everything's going right", (Wasim) 

"You know, so we're there, we're in your face, we're here to do a good 
job, to serve both sides. You know, everybody gets fair treatment,' a 
good job ", (Peter) 

In addition to this, the volunteers were asked if they regarded themselves as representing 

the interests of black people. Their responses reveal that they did not define their role 

strictly in these terms. 

"I see myself as representing the BJP. Whatever I do, I try and do in an 
accurate and effective manner, 'cause at the end of the day any mistakes 
that I do effect the reputation o/the BJP", (Lata) 

"No, not really, not representing interests, Its like, I mean, we're there 
to help people really aren't we? Not be there to represent interests, 
We're not politicians or whatever", (Wasim) 

This means that there is a distinct relationship between the way in which the BJP's co­

ordinator and management committee promoted the project and the way in which the 

volunteers perceived their role. Both involved a rejection of the notion that the project 

acts as a representative of black people. 

However, both groups. also acknowledged the apparent precariousness of the 

project's role as advocate and intermediary. The success of the project was understood 

to depend on maintaining the good will of the police without jeopardising the trust of 

black people. 

"If they're going to even attempt that they'd better be very careful 
because they could easily lose the trust of the black community; 
especially the ones most in need", (Marie) 

"The best thing the Black Justice Project can do is try and win the trust 
of the black community by showing that its got nothing to do with the 
police and that its totally independent", (Pam) 
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Hrf it can do it without it being detrimental to the prl?iect. because it is 
there as a go-between alld can act as a go-between. but it has to be 
careful that it does it from the pOint (?f view of the community. OK?". 
(Raymond) 

Their understanding incorporated the notion of an imagined black community, inherently 

and uniformly mistrustful of the police. This contradicted the project's self-appointed 

role as advocate and intermediary for black people specifically because such a role 

implicitly rejects the notion that there was an imagined black community to represent. 

Thus, a key tension existed between the project's stated objective to help only those 

who request assistance and its apparent need to secure the trust and obtain the views of 

an imagined black community. 

This meant that, paradoxically, the project faced a similar dilemma to that of 

community representatives. Its self-appointed role as advocate and intermediary failed 

to overcome the difficulty presented by adhering to the notion that there exists a black 

community with common needs and interests. This, in turn, indicates that the distinction 

between being a representative and an advocate is less clear than members of the project 

insisted. 

Consequently, the project appeared to have two, equally unattractive options. It 

could either discard or retain the claim that its aims and objectives were based on the 

needs and interests of an imagined black community. By discarding it, the project 

would have severely compromised the black perspective and so would have lost the 

foundation under-pinning its aims and objectives. By retaining it, the project's similar 

role to that of community representatives would, ultimately, have been acknowledged. 

However, during the course of the research, the project was never compelled to make a 

choice. The second part of this section explains why by examining the project's careful 

management of image. 

3.4.2 An independent organisation? 

The BJP's co-ordinator and management committee persistently emphasised the 

project's apparent independence. This involved promoting the notion of 'partnership'. 

The term 'partner' implies a mutually beneficial relationship in which each party co­

operates with the other and thus means that, in principle, the BJP maintains its 

independence whilst working with relevant statutory organisations. 
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"Because we want to see all the partners and funders to be real partners 
and that's another strength. Because we've got partnership work and I 
can put my hand on the heart and say we have got real partnership 
work". (Salim) 

<lA lot of people bandy around the word 'multi-agency work' right and, 
what you usually find is, there's a lot of conflict between the different 
organisations. What we've found is we've got probation, Sheffield Law 
Society, South Yorkshire Police and community groups working to 
support this scheme ". (Majid) 

A rejection of traditional notions of liberalism underpins this idea of 

'partnership'. Instead of organising around the anticipated commitment and generosity 

of statutory organisations, the BJP was presented as organising around the black 

perspective in order to define and further its own aims and objectives. As a result, it 

was not perceived as the passive recipient of funds. 

"I think, in setting up and being part of an organisation, what you get 
satisfaction from is taking and developing some sort of self­
determination and power for ourselves and being part of a long process. 
But we have to see it in the context of long term benefits and results 
within the existing power structure. So, that's part of the satisfaction 
that you're actually making a contribution to the community, being able 
to determine for itself justice and equality rather than going cap in hand 
to institutions and asking for altruism. So, its taking direct action on 
our own behalf, that's an important part of it". (Joe) 

Thus, allegedly, statutory organisations had not influenced the constitution and 

organisation of the project. Rather, their contribution was deemed to be acceptable only 

if it furthered the project's self-determined aims and objectives. 

In emphasising the project's apparent independence, the co-ordinator and 

management committee were careful to distance themselves from the rough and tumble 

of local black politics. For example, at the time of the research, the project was 

purposely not a member of the city's Black Community Forum. The forum is composed 

of interested individuals representing various local black community organisations. The 

decision to remain apart was based on the desire to avoid allegations of partisanship. 

"So, for a whole range of reasons, we decided not to get involved with 
politics and I think the value of that is being seen as, no-one sees us as 
being associated with one particular community group. We have cases 
coming from the whole spectrum. The police don't see us as being here 
just to bash the police, right. Its the easiest thing to do. Community 
groups don't see us as being too closely linked with the police or 
probation or anyone. Everybody sees us as being independent and I 
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think that's one of the reasons why everybody's OK in using us". 
(Majid) 

Demonstrating the project's independence was therefore essential to safeguarding both 

the support of statutory organisations and the trust of black people. This introduced the 

question of to what extent was the project's independence simply a careful management 

of image. 

The project remained something of an unknown player on the local political 

scene. During the course of the research, suspicions arose that individuals purporting to 

be prospective volunteers simply displayed an interest in the project in order to discover 

information for other organisations. These incidents helped to validate the scepticism 

with which project members viewed greater involvement with other organisations, black 

or otherwise. However, they also indicated one way in which the project avoided 

criticism. Namely, its self-defined status as an independent organisation could not be 

criticised if others had little information with which to assess it. 

For example, the co-ordinator consistently referred to criticisms that the project 

failed to publicise itself well. He argued that the project's publicity had generally been 

low key due to the substantial cost of high impact publicity. 

"When we did the annual report, what was interesting was that the 
police, the volunteers and clients that have used the service, when they 
were questioned about what they thought of the BJP, they all criticised 
the project for not doing enough publicity. Which is something that 
we're well aware of, the only problem was we never had the money". 
(Majid) 

However, it is also reasonable to assume that greater publicity would have increased the 

possibility of assessing effectively the extent to which the project maintained its 

independence. 

By implication, the project's self-proclaimed independent status was, indeed, 

questionable. The issue of funding provided a useful means of investigating the key 

tension between the project's professed independence and its unavoidable dependence 

on statutory organisations for support. At the time of the research, the BJP received 

funding from three different sources. Its main fund er was the probation service and it 

had also secured grants from the city council's Single Regeneration Budget (SRB) and 

the National Lottery Charities Board. The volunteers recognised the importance of 

funding in terms of facilitating the nature and extent of the project's development. 
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"There's always something else you can be dOing, improved but, if you 
haven't got the money, and unless you've got the time, you can't do it", 
(Veronica) 

"I think that perhaps with more backup and with more staff it would be 
able to do it more effectively, you know", (Susan) 

The project was typical of a voluntary sector organisation in terms of its relative 

financial insecurity. Thus, the volunteers recognised the ultimate precariousness of the 

project's long-term future due to the piecemeal, irregular receipt of grants. 

"Also, I don't think it should be funded off things like lottery, it should 
be fimded off wherever on a regular basis, so it can actually keep on. I 
think its should actually be something that's expanded, something that 
should he on a proper basis", (Charlotte) 

"I think its a success at the moment and lets hope that they keep getting 
the funding. That's the real problem area, the funding. They've got 
funding for the next three years, is it? Which is nice, and it gives it a hit 
of breathing space, hut three years isn't really a long time at all. So, I 
think that's my main fear, that the funding may not be there". (Gary) 

It was therefore evident that further development of the BJP depends on the success of 

future funding proposals. Without financial investment, the ability of the project to fulfil 

both its present and prospective objectives would be severely reduced. 

It was established in Section 3.2 that the formation of the project reflected the 

wider social, economic and political context and the resulting priorities of various 

statutory organisations. In fact, it is clear that the project's success in securing funding 

resulted from a strategy which reflected these priorities. For example, the following 

volunteers indicated that one practical way in which the probation service benefited was 

by using the project as an alternative, preliminary training ground for prospective 

probation officers. 

"From applying for the probation officer work, when I got turned down 
and they were telling me to volunteer. So, that's how I heard ahout the 
project, through goingfor probation interviews", (Charlie) 

"Initially, I went to the probation office to be a volunteer there and I 
was on the waiting list for ahout six, seven months, and then they sort of 
told me about this". (Gary) 

In order to secure funding from the probation servlce in the future, the project's 

prospective objectives were also designed to attract its support. 
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"At the moment, we'll be negotiating with South Yorkshire Probation 
Service either working together on co-ordinating their volunteers and 
our volunteers to do prison visits. Or we may be able to take over their 
volunteers so we're co-ordinating volunteers in police stations, courts 
and prisons as a unified service. Because currently their volunteers are 
being managed by two probation officers so, in terms of cost 
effectiveness, it makes sense for them to send the volunteers to us, pay us 
a little bit more in terms of the grant that they give us, to co-ordinate 
everything". (Majid) 

Therefore, the project's objectives arguably arose from the needs and interests of 

statutory organisations. This contradicted the project's overt adherence to self­

determination and thus the black perspective. 

During the course of the research, a difficulty arose which highlighted the 

tension between the project's supposed independence and its accountability to the 

probation service. The management committee decided that it was desirable to have 

volunteer representation at committee meetings and, accordingly, the volunteers 

democratically elected their representatives. Unfortunately, their choice created a 

dilemma for the management committee in that one of the elected representatives was 

also a probation officer. The committee's probation service representative explained the 

problem. 

"Its been further complicated by one of the elected volunteers being a 
member of the service who, in terms of the Home Office Circular, 
couldn't be a member of the committee. It gets very diffiCUlt and I think 
the black communities would say that that Home Office circular 
militates against them because the pool of people who they could draw 
on both as volunteers and as management committee reps is actually 
much smaller than many white voluntary organisations. So, that for me 
has been a real tension". (Jill) 

Essentially, the committee had three options. They could challenge the Home Office 

ruling and risk jeopardising institutional support for the project, they could exclude the 

probation officer from participating as a candidate in new elections or they could 

abandon the problematic idea for volunteer representatives. The second and third 

options militated against the interests of the volunteers and therefore contradicted the 

spirit of the black perspective. The committee chose the first option and thus began 

lengthy negotiations which eventually resulted in the ruling being waived for the project. 

However, as a result of the ruling, the elected representative did not attend any 

committee meetings for over a year. 
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This example demonstrates that the project faced significant difficulties in 

adhering to the black perspective and thus prioritising the needs and interests of black 

people. Attempting to do so involved a complicated process of negotiation whereby its 

smooth development was inevitably compromised. This meant that the project 

depended on the practical, as well as financial, support of statutory organisations. 

Despite promoting the project's independence, the co-ordinator and management 

committee did, in fact, recognise the potential difficulties arising from a reliance on 

institutional funding. For example, they argued that funding black organisations, such as 

the BJP, provides statutory organisations with an excuse to avoid addressing 

comprehensively the issues themselves. 

"I think that's about the white communities and agencies abrogating 
their responsibilities and relying on the good will of the black 
community, when its right that that good will is there, but it shouldn't be 
trampled on in that way. And I think that's dangerous ... and, you know, 
its just this constant pushing back and saying we have suggestions to 
make and we '/l work with you to resolve the issues, but its not our 
responsibility, its everybody's responsibility. And you just have to keep 
pushing it. You get seen to be a focus and, if its a black issue, you go 
send for the RJP". Oill) 

Furthermore, they recognised that the paucity of statutory funds allocated to black 

racialised groups meant that the BJP's success in securing funding was likely to have 

occurred at the expense of other black organisations. As a result, statutory commitment 

to the BJP is by no means regarded as synonymous with a commitment to furthering 

black needs and interests in general. 

"I think that, often, we're fighting for the same resources amongst 
ourselves. Again, one of the reasons why the political term black cannot 
rest easy with me is that if you're sort of fighting for resources within a 
black melting pot, you know, and even say within say the Afro­
Caribbean community, we're not all one singular homogeneous group. 
There's different needs within communities and there are times when 
you actually have to target different groups and provide them with 
different resources, you know?". (Raymond) 

In addition to this, the co-ordinator maintained that he rejected co-operation 

with statutory organisations unless it occurred on the basis of a reciprocal relationship. 

He referred to a police request for assistance in recruiting volunteers to attend identity 

parades involving black suspects and argued that he was reluctant to disseminate 
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information for the police when he doubted that custody officers provided information 

about the HO AS to black suspects. 

"It can't be a one-way street, its got to be a two-way street and, on that 
basis, I'll co-operate with it. If they don't want to co-operate in anything 
else but they want us to do something for them, then, no, I won't do it. 
Because I don't see why the black community should always be helping 
organisations, whether its the police, the local authority or any 
organisation, and yet, in return, they're getting nothing", (Majid) 

The custody officers' failure to provide the required information is explored in greater 

detail in Chapter Five. It is significant here because it provides further evidence of the 

project's inevitable reliance on statutory organisations for practical support. 

Institutional support for the project was therefore always conditional and never 

straightforwardly reliable. The question of what to do if support ceased was considered 

by all contributors to the project, including the chief constable and co-ordinator. 

"What are their outputs in respect of their finances? If funds dried up, 
have they got an exit strategy which will help the government to see that 
they are thoughtful about life after the Home Office, or SRB or even 
Safer Cities?", (Chief Constable) 

"Originally, we had the option of either going down the road of being a 
pressure group or of being a group that works with different 
organisations, And we decided, after a long discussion, that we wanted 
to go down the road of working in co-operation with the organisations, 
And we found that that has actually worked, right? ... We chose the co­
operation. If that is pulled away, then the pressure group is still there", 
(Majid) 

Paradoxically, the alternative identified by the co-ordinator introduces a more 

satisfactory means of pursuing the ideal of an independent organisation. However, 

adopting a pressure group status would fundamentally alter the objectives of the project. 

For example, it would involve abandoning the HOAS, and the associated role of the BJP 

volunteers. Thus, institutional support was indispensable to the project in its existing 

form and it therefore had no alternative but to continuously negotiate and modify its 

adherence to the black perspective. 

It has, however, been demonstrated that the BJP's careful management of image 

ensured that its modified adherence to the black perspective remained, for the most part, 

hidden. Thus, its dependence on statutory organisations for practical and financial 

support did not seriously challenge its self-proclaimed independent status. Further, it 
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ensured that the project was able to successfully distance itself from the role, and 

associated inadequacies, of community representatives. 

3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has critically assessed the project's self-identified adherence to the 

black perspective. The perspective was described as a means of challenging the views 

and privileges of an imagined white community. It was revealed that a successful 

challenge was thought to be achievable by prioritising the needs and interests of a 

similarly conceptualised, imagined black community. 

The process oflegitimacy outlined in Section 3.2 amounted to an early indication 

that the project's stated adherence to the black perspective was questionable. 

Institutional support for the project was inherently dependent on the wider social, 

economic and political context which provided legitimation for a black voluntary 

organisation working within the arena of criminal justice. This process of legitimacy 

was instigated by three individuals in particular who, due to their paid employment 

within the criminal justice process, were familiar with the politically expedient and de­

radicalised language of reform and redistribution. They ensured the project's legitimacy, 

first, by adopting this language to engage in a productive exchange regarding its viability 

and, second, by incorporating the related policies of statutory organisations which 

emphasised the need to develop partnerships through multi-agency initiatives and to 

contract out services at a local level. In short, the project attracted support because it 

reflected the policies of key agencies, including the probation service and the police in 

particular. Thus, the project's self-proclaimed independent status was shown to be 

doubtful in relation to its strategic reflection of the wider policy context and its 

associated reliance on the practical and financial support of statutory organisations. 

However, the demonstrably tenuous nature of the black perspective itself 

suggests that the project could not have operationalised it fully. The notion of an 

essential black identity was shown to under-pin the perspective. Thus, being black was 

of crucial symbolic significance because it enabled volunteers to ignore the differences 

between the various racialised groups. It also enabled them to ignore possible 

similarities with white, negatively racialised groups. Instead, they focused on an 

assumed, shared identity based on being negatively racialised in relation to all white 

people. This contradicted the volunteers' understanding that differences between black 
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and white people are only constructed in order to further the interests of the latter 

group. 

In addition to this, the volunteers' understanding incorporated no clear way to 

distinguish between a black organisation committed to the black perspective and one 

based on a rhetorical commitment to furthering the needs and interests of an imagined 

black community. This means that the black perspective provides no distinction 

between a supposedly authentic conception of blackness and one manipulated to further 

sectional and institutional interests. 

The notion of an imagined black community cast further doubt on the conceptual 

validity of the black perspective. This was highlighted in the chapter with reference to 

the ambiguity surrounding the project's criticism of community representatives and its 

subsequent, self-defined role as advocate and intermediary for black people. It was 

argued that the project's expressed concern to secure the trust and reflect the views of 

an imagined black community meant that it could not legitimately claim to represent only 

those who explicitly sought assistance. As a result, the project adherence to the black 

perspective ensured that it did not seriously challenge the notion that there is an 

imagined black community to represent. 

The tensions inherent in adopting the black perspective serve to highlight 

broader issues regarding the meaning of 'race'. Importantly, they indicate that processes 

of racialisation still incorporate essentialist notions to explain socially constructed 

differences between racially signified groups. By revealing the ambiguities surrounding 

notions of blackness, they also demonstrate the inherently indeterminate nature of 'race' 

as a social and political construction. These key themes are explored in greater detail in 

subsequent chapters. 

Having presented an overview of the broader social, economic and political 

context within which the BJP was formed, the following chapter explores the 

relationship between black people and the police in Sheffield, as it was understood by all 

of those who participated in the research. This provides the immediate context within 

which the project operated and explains further the notion of an imagined black 

community with common experiences, needs and interests. 
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Chapter Four 

The Relationship Between Black People and the Police 

4.1 Introduction 

Chapter Three located the origins of the BJP in the 'post-riot' context of the 

1980s. It explained how and why the nature of police-black relations became part of the 

mainstream political agenda for various statutory organisations. The aim of this chapter 

is to present the more recent state of affairs regarding the relationship between black 

people and the police, with particular reference to Sheffield. Perceptions of both the 

volunteers and the police officers are examined in order to explain the immediate context 

which contributed to the project's aims and objectives. 

Section 4.2 presents the volunteers' understanding of the relationship. From an 

analytical standpoint, the significance of stories as a means of interpreting the social 

world is examined. It is argued that, for the volunteers, stories played a crucial role in 

determining the nature of the relationship between black people and the police. An 

imagined black community is identified as providing the key linking the specificity of 

personal knowledge to the experiences of black people in general. Further, it is 

suggested that determining the level of racialised discrimination provides only a partial 

account of the nature of this relationship. The section presents three central, assumed 

truths, contained within the volunteers' stories, each of which results in the conclusion 

that the policing of black people is irrefutably, negatively racialised. 

In the third section the police officers' understanding of the relationship IS 

explored. It is argued that the officers' interpretation of police-black relations involved 

a particular presentation of their role which discounted policing as a social activity 

involving unequal relationships of power. The officers, it is revealed, argued forcefully 

that 'race' has no meaning in police work. Consequently, their understanding is shown 

to contrast sharply with that of the volunteers. 

Section 4.4 outlines possible options suggested by the volunteers and police 

officers for addressing problematic police-black relations. These broadly corresponded 

with challenging racialised inequalities at the structural, institutional and individual level. 

It is argued that the officers ignored processes of racialisation at the structural level but 
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were keen to highlight the racialised beliefs and actions of specific officers. In contrast, 

the volunteers identified a meaning for 'race' at each level. Thus, the officers identified 

racialised policing as a rare aberration from the norm whereas the volunteers identified it 

as normal, particularly given the wider context of racialised inequalities. 

This chapter provides further evidence of the volunteers' interpretation of the 

meaning of 'race' both within and beyond the BJP. In addition to this, the chapter also 

sets the scene for explaining the police officers' interpretation of and limited support for 

the HOAS. Thus, assessing both groups' understanding of police-black relations 

contributes to an evaluation of the BJP's success. 

4.2 Police-black relations: the volunteers' understanding 

It was established in the previous chapter that the relationship between black 

people and the police, and indeed other criminal justice agencies, has consistently been 

regarded as problematic. As a result, black people's apparently inherent mistrust of the 

police has been a common feature of police 'community relations' strategy in recent 

years. However, the precise sources of knowledge from which this mistrust arises 

remain unclear. 

Therefore, the aim of this section is to determine how the volunteers constructed 

an understanding of the relationship. The section is based on the premise that 

volunteers, as social actors, impose meanings upon the social world as they reproduce it. 

As Berger and Luckmann have explained, this world originates in both their thoughts 

and actions. 

"The world of everyday life is not only taken for granted as reality by the 
ordinary members of society in the subjectively meaningful conduct of 
their lives. It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, and 
is maintained as real by these" (1966:33). 

Thus, the volunteers' understanding of police-black relations reflected a 'folk model' of 

the social world because it expressed a common sense version of social reality (Jenkins, 

1987:154-5). The following represents an 'analytical model' of the volunteers' 

understanding in order to provide a critical interpretation of their related thoughts and 

actions. 

The volunteers recounted their knowledge of the police through the telling of 

stories. Stories constitute a representation of reality which involves transferring a 
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number of central, assumed truths from one party to another. They are significant 

because, as Shearing and Erikson have indicated, they become part of the taken for 

granted understanding of the social world and represent an implicit basis for action. 

"Stories constitute a consciousness, a sensibility, a way of seeing out of 
which action will flow, point blank, as it were, without recourse to 
specific instructions" (1991:491). 

Telling stories of police-black relations is, in fact, one form of action and is significant in 

that the central, assumed truths revealed represent a reality for both the volunteers and 

those who learn of their knowledge. This is important in that, although the stories were 

told to the interviewer during the research, it can be assumed that the volunteers are 

likely to recount them to other acquaintances in the context of their everyday social 

lives. Thus, the stories contribute to a shared, mutual understanding of police-black 

relations whenever related subjects are discussed. 

The resulting action is also significant in that each story has implications beyond 

the specific experience it describes. This means that it represents a useful way of 

moving from the particular to the general. 

"Each story refers implicitly to a larger whole that is expressed through 
the story but is never fully revealed by it ... " (Shearing & Erikson, 
1991:498). 

Thus, the volunteers' stories referred to specific incidents. However, their stories also 

represented 'the way it is' in terms of explaining the nature of police-black relations 

more generally. They provided the volunteers with a tacit guide to understanding the 

social world regardless of the extent of their personal experiences. As a result, the 

volunteers were able to generalise when discussing their understanding. For example, 

the following volunteer described her lack of surprise on hearing of negative incidents 

involving black people and the police. 

"No, you get used to it. I've got used to it. I haven't even thought 
about it ... it don't come as a surprise to me now when a black man or a 
black woman's been arrested and battered in the cells or charged with 
something that they haven't done or set up or whatever. It doesn't come 
as a surprise". (Marie) 

Before examining the content of the volunteers' stories about their understanding of 

police-black relations, it is important to determine how and why the volunteers 

considered them to be a sound reflection of reality. 
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The volunteers constructed an understanding of police-black relations through a 

representation of their personal knowledge. They understood their stories to be an 

accurate illustration of reality containing a number of central, assumed truths specifically 

because personal knowledge formed the basis of the account. In this context, personal 

knowledge reflected either direct experiences or the experiences of people that they 

knew. As Berger and Luckmann (1966) have argued, this is the most secure type of 

knowledge because it is the most difficult to disprove. In short, the volunteers 

understood their stories to be 'the truth' because their knowledge was not obtained from 

an assumed, less reliable third party. 

The volunteers were asked how they knew about the relationship between black 

people and the police. The following are a selection from many responses which 

highlight the contribution of direct experiences to the volunteers' understanding. 

"Before I might just have believed that they do (discriminate), for 
example, through reading newspapers or through other people who've 
been on the actual BJP. But I know they do now. Yeah, this is personal 
experience. They do". (Khalid) 

"Well, I happen to have been out and about quite a bit and I've seen it 
myself. I've been stopped by a police car. I've been stopped in my car. 
I've had a copper say to me shut up you black so and so. I've had a 
copper say that to me, you know?". (Anwar) 

"I mean, I've been there twice. One for self-defence basically and one 
when they thought I was driving a stolen car. They'd got this trumped 
up charge, something like that". (Gary) 

Incidents involving people that they knew also figured prominently in the volunteers' 

accounts. They are distinguishable from mere rumour and hearsay because the 

volunteers' personal knowledge of those involved was thought to validate the 

authenticity of the stories told. 

"There's people in the community that I've known who've been arrested 
and a lot of them wrongfully arrested and assaulted as well". 
(Charlotte) 

"First hand, by speaking to people who are black and have been 
arrested, I've heard some of the things that have gone off. Well, the 
thing is, I get it from both sides because I'm very, very lucky to be in the 
position I am. I recruit for law firms, I recruit criminal lawyers ... and 
I'd like to think lawyers don't lie". (peter) 

"I've got friends and other members of the community coming foul of 
the law as well. While a lot of people might want to tell lies in their 
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defence and all of that, its hard to think that so many people lie at once, 
you know?". (David) 

These representative responses are also revealing in that the volunteers' understanding 

was based upon cumulative experiences. Although their stories referred to specific 

incidents, the volunteers suggested that they had a pool of relevant, personal knowledge 

to which they could have referred. 

Thus, the research findings clearly suggest a distinction between personal 

knowledge obtained from apparently reliable sources and the arguably less reliable 

sources suggested by the authors of other studies addressing the subject of police-black 

relations. In contrast, their conclusions emphasised the importance of rumour and 

hearsay. 

"For whatever reasons, a small number of difficult encounters do occur, 
and these can easily form the basis for a collective community suspicion 
of the police. Hostile and unfriendly contacts may become over­
emphasised in the 'group consciousness' of West Indians in an area" 
(Tuck & Southgate, 1981 :44). 

" ... attitudes are not the simple reflex of direct personal experience but 
are mediated, via the accumulated folk wisdom of community 
experiences" (Jefferson, 1993:38). 

The volunteers' understanding indicated that these studies over-stressed the significance 

of the 'community' in disseminating relevant knowledge. In fact, this has been a 

criticism of police 'community relations' initiatives which have relied on unelected, so­

called 'community representatives' for liason purposes (Keith, 1993:181). Crucially, 

these authors problematically assumed that there is a tangible black community from 

which its members straightforwardly formulate an understanding of the relationship. 

The research findings presented above suggest that the general knowledge of an 

apparent black community was not central to the volunteers' understanding of police­

black relations. If this was the case, rumour and hearsay would have played a more 

significant role in accounting for their knowledge. Rather, the volunteers referred to 

their personal knowledge in order to substantiate general statements regarding the 

nature of the relationship. As a result, this knowledge enabled them to refer to the 

general experiences of an imagined black community. 

In fact, the volunteers distinguished personal knowledge from other accounts 

considered to be less relevant to their understanding of the relationship. This distinction 



Relationship between Black People and the Police: 112 

is usefully illustrated with reference to the media who were regarded as an unreliable and 

unhelpful source of knowledge. The volunteers were asked who or what were their 

main sources of information about the relationship. 

"I'm dubious of any media information on any black issue. I don't think 
it can be taken as read On many occasions, I don't think it can be taken 
as read Most of its personal experience, my friends and family". 
(Diana) 

"/ mean, / know you can't believe everything what's in the media but 
you do see it happening, the way we're treated". (Anne) 

In fact, the media's selective portrayal of black people was understood to contribute to 

their experiences of negative racialisation. For the volunteers, this further invalidated 

the media as a reliable source of knowledge. 

"0ne thing I've noticed is, when the police or the CPS actually employ 
agents who are black. the programme itself always tends to be very 
negative about black, rather than positive". (Lata) 

"Every so often, something comes up in the media that stirs it about 
young black people, Afro-Caribbean young black especially, and it 
sticks. And years later they're still seen as that". (Marie) 

Having established that the volunteers constructed their understanding of police-black 

relations on the basis of a representation of personal knowledge, rather than the general 

knowledge of an apparent black community, their stories could be analysed to identify 

any central, assumed truths. 

In summary, the volunteers' stories collectively represent a constructed reality 

comprising three central, assumed truths. The first central, assumed truth is that the 

police abuse their powers when dealing with black people. The second is that, for police 

officers, black people constitute a criminalised sub-population and the third is that 'race' 

has meaning during encounters between the two groups. The three truths are 

inextricably linked specifically because each results in the conclusion that the policing of 

black people is irrefutably, negatively racialised. 

The stories told by the volunteers to illustrate how the police abuse their powers 

represent the hard edge of their understanding. They amount to a catalogue of police 

mistreatment and violation of trust. The following representative stories highlight 

incidents of physical and verbal abuse encountered by the volunteers. 

"/ was there and / actually heard one of the police officer's radio back 
saying 'we've got problem with some Paki'. And / was just stand 
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watching and suddenly this riot van come along and they took him 
round the side of the car, yeah? They just beat him up and he was 
bleeding there (points to eyebrow) and they beat him up badly ... Now I 
know the other side". (Khalid) 

"My friend said this Asian guy that had gone in, you could tell he'd 
been giving them some kind of information, you know the police were all 
friendly seeing him out, shaking his hand and then he turned round 
when he'd left and went 'stupid Paki' ... they think nothing of making 
sick remarks like that". (Alison) 

"I mean I was involved in a situation a couple of years back where the 
police were making arrests on South Hill and a guy dropped his glasses. 
They were on the scene, it wasn't particularly concerning this guy. He 
like ran across the road and he dropped his glasses and I saw a police 
officer walk across the road and he stepped on them ... basically that's 
what happens ALL the time". (Raymond) 

These comments are of further significance because the concluding remark of each 

volunteer highlights explicitly how the stories represent 'the way it is' in terms of 

explaining the central, assumed truths of police-black relations in general. This means 

that the folk models used by the volunteers to understand the everyday world are 

reinforced by their accounts of particular incidents. Moving from the specific to the 

general is, in fact, a consistent feature of the volunteers' stories. 

"I've seen incidents of where police chase someone through our centre, 
which is Elmsmead, and we dealt with it, calmed it down. And he 
shaked hands on it saying 'oh we'll forget the matter' and then the 
following month the lad get a summons. ... so I mean you can't trust 
'em". (Lewis) 

"I see it day in and day out when I'm interviewing people for pre­
sentence reports and you're reading police statements about what took 
place, and about who said what and how they said it. And you know full 
well that people just don't talk like that, how the police put it down". 
(Richard) 

The latter story is less specific due to the frequency with which this particular violation 

of trust was deemed to occur. However, both volunteers provided particular examples 

of police dishonesty which served to reinforce the prevailing central truth that the police 

abuse their powers. Importantly, the function of the stories to reveal 'the way it is' for 

black people in general meant that the volunteers were able to refer to the experiences of 

an imagined black community. 
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The second central, assumed truth is that black people make up a criminalised 

sub-population. The volunteers' understanding was constructed with reference to the 

ways in which the police are seen to target both particular areas of the city and specific 

individuals from black racialised groups. They did not consider pro active policing to be 

an accurate reflection of the distribution of crime and, accordingly, the proliferation of 

illegal drugs represented a timely example which served to support their perspective. 

The first response refers to a recent study completed in the city which concluded that 

illegal drugs are present in high income areas. 

"Cocaine and other drugs are being dealt away from the illller city and 
110t being policed in the same way, So, uhat /'m trying to say is that 
some operational policing (~ffrol1t-lil1e inner city areas, with a high 
proportion (?f hlack people, there's been some very serious and heavy 
handed policing, not all directed where it should have heen. Whether 
that's just lackadaisical, too many front doors, too many raid\' on 
houses that are smashed lip, related to the problem, Whereas that would 
never happen in (names two high income areas (l the city) ", (Joe) 

"Black areas are highlighted such as (names two areas (lthe city with a 
high concentration (?f hlack people) when there's a d/'llg prohlem ill 
mosl areas these days and it must he the police where the highlighting's 
coming from so they're 110t doing us any/avou!'s ", (Marie) 

For the volunteers, the targeting of specific individuals is predominately a matter of skin 

colour. This meant that any member of a black racialised group was recognised as 

having an increased likelihood of experiencing police harassment. The following 

responses are from volunteers whose paid employment involved working with young 

people. 

"/ mean there 's cOl~fl'Ontations that have heen happening recently here 
.. , with the youngsters and the police, / think there ',\' a whole thing 
ahout when young people can actually see that they're being 
lII?jllst~fiahly picked upon hy the natllre (?f their c%llr, then there ',\' 
hound to he these sort (?fslI.\piciol1s ", (Raymond) 

"/ think very many young men / know, young white men / know, who are 
aware that their black/riend., get hassled sometimes ,""imply because they 
are hlack, YOIl know the way they look ", (Nabeel) 

In order to reinforce the significance of targeting, some of the volunteers also referred to 

personal experiences of police harassment. They regarded the particular actions of the 

police as inexplicable unless viewed through the lens of 'race'. The following response, 

from a white volunteer, suggests that this understanding is not confined to black people, 
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"Whenever I would have a black person in the car with me I always used 
to get stopped and that happened three times in the space of a few 
months. I don't get stopped any more. I've got a very old car, a V reg. 
car, and, when I'm on my own, I don't get pulled up. Now that's just a 
very minor thing but very important. A very important observation". 
(Susan) 

For the volunteer, these were minor yet important incidents. This suggests that the 

implication of the story told is the same regardless of its perceived gravity. Thus, any 

story is significant provided that it contains a central, assumed truth about the nature of 

the relationship. Similarly, another volunteer argued that a relatively minor incident can 

negatively effect police-black relations. 

'There was nothing wrong with the car. It had its MOT and its road tax 
but we were persistently followed by police officers in the other lane and 
they were continuously jotting something down. But there was nothing 
to jot down and it was intimidation, that's all it was, intimidation of a 
black person on a motor way. And that's a minor example. Its that sort 
of attitude that really, really aggravates the situation". (Lata) 

This volunteer stressed that the attention of the police was not lawfully justifiable. Her 

argument is representative of that of other volunteers with comparable experiences. 

"I mean I've been driving two years and I can't count on both hands 
how many times I've been followed or stopped for no reason whatsoever. 
There's always been a tax disk, my wheels have never been bald, but 
they've always done it, you know? I've been fully legal, covered, 
everything". (Alison) 

Thus, the volunteers' stories of targeting were based on personal knowledge and 

resulted in the central, assumed truth that black people are a criminalised sub­

population. They argued that black people receive unwarranted police attention for no 

other identifiable reason than that they are black. Pro active policing was understood to 

be neither a reflection of the incidence of crime or of the likelihood that an offence has 

been committed. 

In particular, the relative unimportance of the perceived severity of incidents 

suggests that attempting to determine a pure level of police discrimination is arguably 

misguided. For the volunteers, it did not matter whether the incidents they recounted 

were minor or serious. What mattered was that each story indicated 'the way it is' for 

black people by providing further evidence that policing is irrefutably racialised. This 

means that the first central, assumed truth, outlining the distressing abuse of police 
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powers, does not necessarily take precedence over the second and third in determining 

the nature of the volunteers' understanding. 

The third central, assumed truth is that 'race' has meaning during encounters 

between black people and the police. In order to emphasise this truth, the volunteers 

cited numerous examples of errors committed by the police as a result of their mistaken 

understanding of black racialised groups. For example, the police were understood to 

misinterpret the character and manner of black people. 

"Any normal reaction is taken as an over reaction, any quietness of 
temperament is taken to be arrogance. You see a black person as being, 
for want of a better term, 'cool' under the circumstances, its taken to be 
arrogance. So you can't win. You either say something and be termed 
violent or you say nothing and be termed as arrogant". (Diana) 

The stories of the volunteers illustrate how the police have over-reacted as a result of 

what was considered to be an evident misinterpretation of an incident. This volunteer 

told a story of when her daughter was attacked by a man at a funfair. 

'The guy was standing there and the officer didn't do anything. So, she 
shouted at the officer and, instead of the officer taking notice of what 
she was saying, she was arrested So, she started struggling, so the 
officer grabbed her and threw her into the van". (Veronica) 

The officers' apparent misinterpretation of the incident resulted in the arrest of the 

innocent party, for which the family eventually received a police apology. Consequently, 

when an offence had been committed, the police were understood to adopt inappropriate 

methods to enforce the law. 

"My uncle is a Christian, yeah? He's very serious about his church or 
whatever. He failed to pay a parking fine or something like that. They 
came and they like surround the house (laughs incredulously). This guy 
of about fifty odd. I couldn '1 believe it. I don '1 know if they saw the car 
or what hut there was about ten or twelve of them". (David) 

For these volunteers, a racialised interpretation of the situation provided the only 

legitimate explanation for the misplaced actions of the police officers involved. 

Furthermore, policing was deemed to be racialised due to the questionable actions of 

both groups of and individual officers. These actions were understood to be based on a 

specific meaning of 'race' whereby unsustainable assumptions were made about black 

people. 
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The volunteers also referred to specific incidents of mistaken identity which 

served to reinforce their understanding that the police make unjustifiable assumptions 

about black people. 

"They reckon that all black lads look the same and they are wrong, they 
are wrong". (Lewis) 

The following volunteer's story refers to the personal experience of a friend whose 

physical appearance was understood to resemble that of another African-Caribbean man 

who had assaulted a taxi driver. 

"This guy has been in trouble before. The taxi driver said he was 
wearing black jeans but he has never owned a pair in his life. The 
police didn't arrest him until five weeks after the assault took place. 
Why? He has no alibi because he cannot remember what he was doing 
on that particular night. Two other men took part in the assault but they 
have never been traced". (pam) 

However, incidents of mistaken identity were also thought to occur between, as 

well as within, black racialised groups. This volunteer, of Indian origin, recounted her 

brother's personal experience of an undeserved negative encounter with the police. 

"They'd been following a thief apparently, an Afro-Caribbean person. 
There's a lot of difference between an Asian person and an Afro­
Caribbean person, and he'd burgled one of the houses in the street. But 
as soon as my brother got out of the car they arrested him", (Lata) 

These cases of mistaken identity further support the general implication that any member 

of a black racialised group is at risk of unjustifiably experiencing a negative encounter 

with the police. 

The three central, assumed truths culminate in the volunteers' understanding that 

black people experience a different kind of justice to that of white people. F or the 

volunteers, the law is applied inequitably by the police and, as a result, cannot be 

expected to protect the interests of black people. 

"I think, you know, you've got the little thing that you're innocent until 
proven guilty. That is the main thing. If you're black, they'll look at 
you and you're assumed to be guilty. You've got to put your case 
forward". (Gary) 

"If there was say a fight between an Asian and a white, and the white 
was at the fault, they're more likely to diffuse things out rather than go 
to prosecution but, if its the Asian person who is at fault, its like no, they 
won't chance it, He's gonna end up in the dock", (Khalid) 
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Crucially, the volunteers' central, assumed truths provide three important reasons for the 

'mutual backcloth of suspicion and hostility' which has been said to characterise police­

black encounters (Reiner, 1985: 172-3). They provide justification for the volunteers' 

references to the inherent suspicion and mistrust of black people. 

"A lot of black people just will not trust the police any more. They just 
don't want to know". (Pam) 

The volunteers reinforced this understanding through evidence of their personal 

misgivings regarding the police. 

"If the police stopped me when I leave here now, I would be questioning 
everything, noting everything. I would be so wary. I would wonder what 
this person is going to say to me or do to me or whatever. I would be 
double checking and all of that". (David) 

"His mate says yes, that's his name Sergeant Sergeant', He says 'oh 
yes, that's me real name', They're supposed to be called 'custody 
officer' on the top. I thought, are they taking the piss or not?", (Lewis) 

There was, in fact, a custody officer with the name in question but this did not detract 

from the volunteer's automatic scepticism of the officers' assurance. The backcloth of 

suspicion and mistrust is part of the folk model of racialised social life with which this 

volunteer interpreted the situation. 

In summary, the three central, assumed truths of the stories documented in this 

section result in the conclusion that the policing of black people is inarguably, negatively 

racialised. The behaviour of police officers could only be explained by the volunteers 

when viewed through the lens of 'race'. This meant that pro active policing was not 

thought to reflect the incidence of crime. Rather, it reflects the racialised 

misunderstanding of the police whereby all members of black racialised groups are 

considered to be potential offenders. The central, assumed truths revealed by the 

volunteers' stories were understood to be of more significance than the perceived 

seriousness of an incident. F or the volunteers, even minor incidents simply serve to 

illuminate the social reality of racialised policing. Specific incidents therefore represent 

'the way it is' for an imagined black community. As a result, the reality contained within 

the three truths inevitably leads to black people's inherent suspicion and mistrust of the 

police in general. 

The following section examines the police officers' understanding of their 

relationship with black people. This provides a useful comparison with the 
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understanding of the volunteers. Particularly, it highlights both the contested nature of 

the meaning of 'race' between the two groups and their fundamentally different 

understanding of what constitutes problematic police-black relations. 

4.3 Police-black relations: the police officers' understanding 

The aim of this section is to outline the police officers' presentation of their role 

in order to demonstrate how and why their understanding of police-black relations 

differed significantly from that of the volunteers. It is argued that their presented role 

was based on a particular perspective of law and order which incorporates the 

assumption that, ideally, the police are a neutral social institution designed to protect the 

rights ,of all citizens. This, in turn, reflects a widely held view regarding the function of 

criminal justice which was acknowledged by the following volunteers. They voiced their 

expectations that police officers adhere to high standards of social conduct. 

HI'm sorry but I don't want a cross-section of society coming into my 
living room. I want police officers to be better than a cross section of 
society. I want them to be morally superior and to behave like that as 
well". (Charlie) 

"You hear the copper say 'black bastard' and then you hear the other 
normal guy say 'black bastard'. You're gonna be shocked when you 
hear a copper say it. You're gonna be more shocked because you think, 
bloody hell, he's trying to keep the law". (Anwar) 

Thus, the officers' presentation of their role incorporated the ideal that they are 

dispassionate during the course of their work. However, it is likely that this presentation 

concealed as much as it revealed. 

"A sacred canopy is drawn over police work; these ideological 
mechanisms suffuse policing with a moral integrity and by so doing 
conceal as well as reveal the realities of police work" (Manning, 1977: 5). 

As a result, their presented role was a kind of performance whereby the police officers 

acted out the roles required to realise the police identity (see Goffinan, 1971). This 

meant that the officers alluded to an ideal type of policing which did not exist in reality 

but which greatly informed the way in which they articulated their role. The resulting 

performance involved selectively interpreting police work in order to sustain the basis of 

their particular perspective of law and order. It is outlined in detail below with reference 

to data derived exclusively from the interviews with those officers involved in police 
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custody. It therefore represents the understanding of police officers who inevitably 

confront the practical demands of operational policing. 

The officers' presentation of their role had two central components. First, they 

insisted that the police maintain law and order regardless of the personal characteristics 

of the individuals they encounter. Second, they claimed that the police straightforwardly 

apply the principle that everybody is equal before the law. The two components are 

inextricably related and so will be discussed together. It will be demonstrated that their 

presented role incorporated a specific definition of equality which provided the 

background required to explain the police officers' understanding of the relationship 

between black people and the police. 

The officers agreed that a general priority of the police is to deal with people 

who have committed crimes. They argued that this inevitably entails enforcing the law 

regardless of an individual's racialised origin. 

"] do my job regardless of colour, creed or whatever standing of that 
particular person that] 'm dealing with. And if they've broken any law, 
then] shall deal with them; and] would", (Sgt. Grant) 

"At the end of the day, you've got an individual there, don't matter what 
his colour or creed, suspected of committing an offence, then we've got 
to deal with it. And people have to understand that". (Sgt. Burton) 

In fact, the custody officers stressed the importance of treating everybody equally. In 

keeping with their particular perspective of law and order, the definition of 'equal' 

amounted to treating everybody the same. This meant that potential differences 

between, and thus the specific needs of, various groups of people were considered to be 

irrelevant. For the officers, the priority of the police is therefore to ensure that 

everybody is equal before the law. 

"] can't afford, neither could any policeman afford, to decide that right 
] 'm gonna treat Asians differently to Scottish or whatever. We cannot 
afford to do it. Nobody would want to do it", (Sgt. Clarke) 

"]ts very important that we treat everybody the same. That's why, you 
know, ] 'm against these sort of things for black people or for white 
people or for Chinese people". (Sgt. Morris) 

"Why should they be treated differently to anybody from the white 
community just 'cause he's vulnerable. They're both vulnerable sets of 
people and we are there to help them ", (Sgt. Burton) 
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All of the rank-and-file officers interviewed were confident that they satisfied the 

standard of treating everybody the same. As a result, racialised differences were not 

understood to influence their work practices. 

"Certainly the custody staff at both my sites will deal with people fairly 
and expeditiously whatever their colour". (Insp. Williams) 

"But as I say, when they come through our doors, they all get treated 
the same". (Sgt. Lamb) 

However, the aims and objectives of the BJP were seen to challenge the officers' 

specific definition of equality by suggesting that treating everybody equally is not 

synonymous with treating everybody in the same way. In fact, operating a HOAS 

specifically for black people was understood to contradict their assertion regarding 

guaranteed equality of treatment. This meant that, due to the custody officers' 

perspective of law and order, the scheme was thought to represent an unacceptable form 

of positive discrimination. 

"A lot of police officers don't like it when they think one's getting better 
treatment than the other. They think black people are getting better 
treatment than white people". (Sgt. Davies) 

"Well, its complete discrimination against white people isn't it? ", (Sgt. 
Pearson) 

F or the officers, the scheme would only be fair if it involved treating everybody in the 

same way. Thus, operating a scheme for both black and white people appeared to be 

the only acceptable solution. 

"I would say that it could be extended to the fact that it shouldn't be just 
for black people ". (Sgt. Bingham) 

"It should be for everybody, yeah. To make sure that everybody's 
treated correctly". (Sgt. Morris) 

As a result, the definition of equality incorporated within the custody officers' 

perspective of law and order was fundamental to the way in which they presented their 

role. It enabled them to present themselves as impartial agents of criminal justice whose 

job it is to apply the law uniformly to all citizens. It also meant that racialised 

differences were deemed to be immaterial to policing. 

This had significant consequences for the police officers' understanding of 

police-black relations. Crucially, it implicitly discounted the volunteers' insistence that 
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their awareness was based on personal knowledge arising from their own experiences 

and those of people that they knew. Instead, their awareness was thought to be better 

explained with reference to inaccurate perceptions. 

"But it all comes down to perceptions as well doesn't it? The truth, 
really it gets lost ". (Sgt. Grant) 

"Because that's the way they've been conditioned They've been 
conditioned that way and probably that is a fault of the media, but it 
isn't true ". (Sgt. Snell) 

The media were understood to contribute to the questionable perceptions of black 

people. In this respect, the newsworthiness of a story was thought to override its 

accuracy and statistics were said to be distorted with negative consequences for the 

police in particular. 

"Like I said, that incident at Eastside, which was a public order 
situation, if it hadn't of been because it was people from the Asian 
community it would never have made headlines ". (Sgt. Morris) 

"And obviously when a death in custody occurs, that blows it out of all 
proportion. People die. It doesn't matter where they die, whether its in 
custody or on the street, but because the police are involved its headline 
news. I mean white people die in our cells just as many as blacks ... But 
again its the manipulation of statistics to say what you want ". (Sgt. 
Bingham) 

"They've got their job to do, you know the media, and occasionally it 
does exaggerate incidents which doesn't help the police and the black 
relationship whatsoever". (Insp. Williams) 

However, the previous section revealed that the volunteers were, in fact, highly critical 

of media information. This suggests that the custody officers over-estimated the role of 

the media in influencing the nature of police-black relations. 

In summary, the perspective of law and order which informed the officers' 

presentation of their role enabled them to assert that all police actions have a legitimate 

explanation. The officers insisted that, as the police straightforwardly apply the law 

impartially, it is impossible for policing to be racialised. This had particular 

consequences for their understanding of the nature of police-black relations. First, they 

argued that the mistreatment of black people by the police is perceived rather than real. 

Second, they insisted that black people who have negative contacts with the police are 

criminals rather than a crirninalised sub-population and, third, they concluded that 
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police-black hostility is not racialised. These three arguments will now be explored in 

order to demonstrate further that 'race' was understood to have no meaning within the 

specific context of operational police work. 

The officers deemed black people's complaints of police mistreatment to be 

without foundation. The following responses reveal that black people were believed to 

have unjustified suspicions of the police. 

"However, and its mainly of the brown people, they do have a chip on 
their shoulder and that is quite evident a lot of times. I would say that, 
despite the fact that we arrest probably nine whites to every black, we 
get a far greater proportion oJ, I wonder what the correct word is, they 
don't like us". (Sgt. Clarke) 

"I mean a lot ofit isjust a big gripe". (Sgt. Morris) 

Black people were therefore thought to be a significant source of problematic police­

black relations in that they are supposedly more likely than the police to be the source of 

hostility. 

"] 've always said that the blacks are more hostile to the police than the 
police are to blacks". (Sgt. Pearson) 

This understanding inverted the volunteers' interpretation that the police are a problem 

for black people. The officers were unable to accept this view because adhering to their 

particular perspective of law and order allowed no room to consider any potential 

justification for the complaints of black people. Ultimately, hostility towards and 

differential treatment of a specific social group was inconceivable within the context of a 

perspective that incorporates the ideal of equality before the law. 

Similarly, the officers understood black people to have a preconceived 

assumption that they will be treated unfairly by the police purely as a result of their 

racialised identity. Again, this was deemed to be without foundation because, in keeping 

with their favoured perspective, the stated priority of the police is to maintain law and 

order. This, the officers insisted, does not involve illegitimately targeting black people. 

"From my point of view, ] don't think there's much unfairness but the 
coloured people think we're picking on 'em because of their colour. Its 
not whatever's brought the police to that area. ] mean, you know, 
disorder, that's your general thing, public disorder. Whether its white, 
pink, black, yellow or what, we will react to whatever's needed They 
think we're heavy handed". (Sgt. Lamb) 
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Furthermore, the unfounded complaints of black people were thought to represent a 

demand for special treatment. This meant that black people apparently attempt to 

subvert the course of justice by questioning the legitimate actions of the police. 

"In my experience, they think they shouldn't be brought here. They're 
always up in arms as soon as they walk through the door. They want 
this and they want that, they want the other because they've been 
conditioned into thinking that that is what they're entitled to. I mean 
that's irrespective of what they are entitled to. Their attitude is I want 
this, I want that I want the other. I'm not going to conform with what 
you want me to do". (Sgt. Grant) 

"Its due to this conditioning, you know, if you kick off and make a lot of 
noise about it, it'll look as if you're the innocent victim and you're 
being picked on by the police". (Sgt. Snell) 

In addition to this, problems were understood to be mistakenly identified by 

black people in order to utilise their racialised identity as a kind of trump card. For 

example, officers were said to be reluctant to apply the law fairly when policing black 

people because they risk being accused of discriminating against them. 

"I've worked down Brinford and, you know, different areas where there 
are specific problems. And my experience is that you can't talk to 
people without them jumping on this discriminatory bandwagon. You're 
picking on me because I'm not white, kind of thing". (Sgt. Snell) 

For the following officer, the reluctance of the police to apply the law fairly ultimately 

means that they operate an informal policy of positively discrimination for the benefit of 

black people. 

se: Have they ever been to Drakeman IS? 

JB: Drakeman's? 

se: Yeah the blues club up South Hill. Its illegal. No, I bet they 
haven't have they? No 

JB: I doubt it 

se: No, I doubt it 

JB: I've never heard ofit 

se: You want to read a paper 

JB: Its illegal? 

se: Yeah, but they don't do anything about it. They ought to get the 
Black Justice Project onto it but, you have to be careful, we don't want 
to appear to be racist. (Sgt. Clarke) 
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Thus, the police officers' first argument regarding their understanding of police-black 

relations revealed that they identified no real problem with respect to their treatment of 

black people. Rather, the problem was said to exist due to the inaccurate perceptions of 

black people and, as a result, the responsibility for a poor relationship lies 

disproportionately with them. In fact, perceived problems were thought to be 

manipulated by black people in an attempt to avoid justice. 

The officers' second argument reflected their first by illustrating further the 

apparent misconceptions of black people. By using their particular perspective of law 

and order to interpret the relationship, the officers maintained that black people with 

negative experiences of the police are simply criminals who happen to be black. As a 

result, 'race' was said to have no meaning whereas crime was depicted as being of 

singular importance. 

"If you've been arrested, you are a suspected criminal. Let's say it that 
way, whether you're white or black. I don't care whether you're white 
or black really, if you've done something that's against the law which 
society has drawn up. . We don't care whether you're black or white but 
their perception of it is that we pick on them because they're black. But 
we don't pick on anybody. We pick on people who commit crimes". 
(Sgt. Burton) 

"'Cause at the end of the day they're not here because they're black, 
they're here because they've committed a crime", (Sgt. Snell) 

The following officer was asked if improving the relationship between black people and 

the police would, in any way, help to reduce crime. 

"It wouldn't because again, you're not looking at a black person, you're 
looking at a criminal and it wouldn't help to reduce crime if you 
improve the relationship between the police and white people", (Sgt. 
Morris) 

This interpretation extended to the officers' understanding of particular racialised 

groups. The following responses refer to African-Caribbeans as a criminal rather than 

criminalised sub-population. 

"It seems that the longer that they're here, the more chance there is of 
them coming to crime. (Sgt. Samways) 

"When I first came into this area in 1968 the blacks were just coming to 
the Sheffield area and they were a very religious people. They would go 
to church every Sunday, all day Sunday, and they looked after their kids. 
But when the kids got to about seventeen and started to cause trouble 
and take trouble home to them, they started to kick them out, you know, 
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and we had a lot of young blacks on the street living in communes and 
that's when the street robberies started in Sheffield A lot of the trouble 
started 'cause they're having to commit crime to live because the 
families have kicked them out", (Sgt. Pearson) 

The latter response is significant because it explicitly links African-Caribbeans with 

'street robbery'. The officer questionably implied that this type of crime did not exist in 

the city before the arrival of the 'young blacks'. It also includes a pathological view of 

the black family by referring to problem children with parents who are either unable or 

unwilling to cope. Thus, this officer's understanding incorporated racialised views 

which have been shown to contribute to the construction of black criminality (Solomos, 

1988). However, for the purposes of this section, it reinforced the view that black 

people with negative experiences of the police are criminals. The officer continued his 

assessment of black criminality with reference to Somalians, the city's most recently 

arrived immigrant group. 

"And you can see the Somalis now are going down that path .. , the 
problem at the moment is that they're the biggest car thieves in the 
country. They '/I pinch anything that's not nailed down ", (Sgt. Pearson) 

As a result of this officer's particular perspective of law and order, Somalians were said 

to be likely to experience negative encounters with the police due to their criminal 

tendencies. The officers' unsubstantiated generalisations also extended the view of 

inherent black criminality and, by doing so, introduced the possibility that Somalians 

have become part of a criminalised sub-population defined in terms of 'race'. 

The officers' second argument therefore revealed that black people who 

negatively encounter the police were considered to be criminals rather than members of 

a criminalised group. This means that, from the officers' perspective, black and white 

people are treated the same in that negative experiences of the police correspond with 

having committed a crime rather than being a member of a particular racialised group. 

Finally, the custody officers stated consistently that 'race' has no meaning in 

police work. The above arguments inevitably contributed to this interpretation. It was 

illustrated further by their insistence that the policed population cannot be separated, 

apparently arbitrarily, into hostile blacks and co-operative whites. Focusing on conflict 

between black people and the police was therefore understood to obscure conflict 

between the police and white people. 
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"I would say there are certain groups, even white groups, who are very 
hostile to police officers. So to say, to try to restrict it to a certain 
group, I think is, I don't think you can really justify it. You know, we've 
had comments about you're only picking on me because I'm black, you 
know. We've had, there have been occasions when we've had that just 
like we have occasions where we've had a white man come in and say 
you're only picking on me because I'm John Smith or whatever, you 
know. So that kind of attitude is, it can be picked out in any group of 
people". (Sgt. Grant) 

This officer failed to distinguish between a generalised category and a specific 

individual. Unlike the hypothetical black person, the white John Smith would not 

receive unwanted police attention simply because he is a member of a specific group. 

However, by emphasising that both black and white people are hostile towards the 

police, the custody officer was able to legitimate his doubts regarding the particular 

significance of police-black hostility. As a result, the possibility that 'race' has meaning 

was dismissed. The following officers also expressed the understanding that the 

relationship between themselves and those that they police is not racialised. 

"The door swings both ways bear in mind There's a lot of blacks I 
dislike intensely, there are a lot of whites I dislike intensely. But there 
are a lot of blacks I like and a lot of whites I like. There's a lot of black 
and white people who hate me, you know, doesn't matter what you do". 
(Sgt. Clarke). 

"You see a person, you speak to them and either you and him get on 
together or you don't. Some people are easy to talk to, some people 
you've got to be patient with, some people you can easily fall out with 
and it can happen just the same with white people as with black people 
It just doesn't make a difference", (Sgt. Samways) 

These officers' emphasised the importance of inter-personal relationships in determining 

the nature of police-black encounters. This represents a useful way of discounting any 

meaning for 'race' as a factor contributing to incidents of police-black hostility. 

Again, the officers explained the hostile actions of the police with reference to 

the same underlying perspective in that they were understood to be entirely in the 

interests of law and order. As a result, racialised differences were considered of no 

significance whereas the officers stressed the relevance of the individual's criminality. 

"Some detainees, and again black and whites, do object to being 
searched and, of course, we have the power to forcibly search them and 
they are forcibly searched and that is equal to blacks or non-blacks". 
(Insp. Williams) 
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"I mean the relationship between the police and a regular white villain 
would be hostile". (Sgt. Bingham) 

In conclusion, the custody officers' presentation of their role utilised a particular 

perspective of law and order to argue that racialised differences are irrelevant to police 

work. They identified no real problem with respect to their treatment of black people. 

Instead the problem was considered to be the result of black people's inaccurate 

perceptions. Black people with negative experiences of the police were understood to 

be criminals who simply happen to be black. This meant that, for the officers', black 

people do not constitute a criminalised sub-population. Finally, hostility towards the 

police was not thought to be racialised and could not therefore be explained with 

reference to the unequal treatment of black people. Rather, it was understood to 

correlate with the criminality and hostility of particular black and white individuals. 

Thus, the understanding of the officers was fundamentally different to that of the 

volunteers. However, despite· disagreeing that policing was irrefutably racialised, the 

officers acknowledged that the relationship between black people and the police is 

problematic. The final section of the chapter highlights the different understanding of 

the two groups further by exploring their suggestions for improving this relationship. 

4.4 Addressing problematic police-black relations 

This section outlines three options suggested by the volunteers and custody 

officers to address problematic police-black relations. It includes an analysis of the 

options in order to demonstrate that, despite their apparent similarities, there were 

notable disparities between the understandings of the two groups. 

The options correspond with three different interpretations of the police. First, 

the police were interpreted as agents of social control. As a result, the first option is to 

reduce structural inequalities which were understood to inevitably lead to police-black 

conflict. Secondly, the police were interpreted as a social institution. Accordingly, the 

second option involves changing police operational policy and examining the police as 

part of an inadequate criminal justice process. The third option was based on the 

interpretation of the police as a group of individuals. It therefore locates a solution to 

problematic police-black relations in the actions and behaviour of specific police officers. 

The three options reveal that mutual suspicion and hostility were not understood 

to be unavoidably endemic to police-black encounters. However, they also reveal the 
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perceived likelihood of a problematic relationship from the macro to the micro level of 

policing. 

4.4.1 The Structural Level 

The first option arises from the volunteers and officers' understanding that the 

police will always be unpopular due to their social control function. This was regarded 

as inevitable, particularly if the boundaries of social control are challenged by those who 

are being policed. F or example, the following volunteer's comparison with traffic 

wardens reveals how the authority of the police was thought to be questioned simply 

because they are agents of social control. 

"There will always be animosity on both sides, that's fact. Its like 
purely from the fact that I don't particularly like traffic wardens. If 
they're gonna give me a ticket then I'm going to have to pay thirty quid. 
They can go and piss off, you know what I mean? But merely from the 
fact that they are traffic wardens", (Peter) 

Similarly, the following custody officer perceived a general reduction in the control 

exercised by parents and teachers. This, he argued, has negative consequences for the 

authority of the police. 

"What I'm getting at is that sometimes we have a situation out on the 
streets where we have a young person in a uniform telling another fairly 
youngish person not to do something, You're not going to do that, I'm 
not going to allow you to do that. And sometimes they find that hard to 
cope with because, for the first time in their life, they've got somebody 
saying to them stop that or I'm not going to allow you to do that", (Sgt. 
Grant) 

In fact, the custody officers' revealed that the social control function of the 

police was understood to be experienced disproportionately by a specific group 

consisting of young, unemployed people. This understanding incorporated a very 

specific conceptualisation of what constitutes 'crime' in that it referred exclusively to the 

types of offence committed by those who can be described as working class. 

"Its only the younger element that we're going to have a problem with 
and we're never going to sort that one out until there's enough jobs to 
go round; but we're never going to get them days anyway, are we?", 
(Sgt. Pearson) 

"The public order problems which are getting created in this particular 
division seem to be mainly up Duck Hill and are whites who are being 
brought in. Young idiot whites who are never going to get work at all", 
(Sgt. Samways) 
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These young people were understood to experience the police negatively due to their 

apparent stupidity and related inability to secure employment. Their racialised identity 

was never referred to as being of relevance. This meant that, for the police officers in 

general, structural inequalities based on socio-economic position were sufficient to 

explain the challenges to police authority, particularly when combined with a young age. 

The officers equated youth with rebellion and thus conflict was thought to occur due to 

young people's inclination to interpret the police as an agent of the state. 

"I mean, I have three lads. I mean, I've one at eighteen and I would say 
that his friends are just as much anti-police than what any blacks would 
be. Its part of growing up in't it? They all go through this anti­
establishment in't it? Its challenging, that's all it is. They're feeling 
their feet and that's what its about". (Sgt. Pearson) 

Although the volunteers agreed that socio-economic factors and age influence 

these challenges, they also explicitly referred to racialised differences as a major 

contributory factor. 

"Even if they do do well at school, they've got to compete against white 
kids for the jobs and they're not necessarily gonna get them. And the 
police don't take things like that into consideration. Its just a black 
thing. Because why is it people who are at the lower scale of the class 
system, they're the ones who're getting into the trouble? It must have 
got something to do with lack of opportunities, all that crime and things, 
really". (Marie) 

"There's no opportunities out there for them and I'm saying its worse 
for black people because black people who are as qualified I mean 
there's Home Office studies and there's national studies to confirm what 
I'm saying. You know, we are discriminated against. So, you can 
understand, ifit is bad enoughfor a white young person?". (Salim) 

Furthermore, the volunteers argued consistently that black people experience the police 

more frequently simply because a larger proportion of them live in poor socio-economic 

areas. 

"At the end of the day a lot of things that happen in any deprived area 
where most black people actually live, where young black people 
actually live, there is quite a few things that lead people to be involved 
or in contact with the police". (David) 

The volunteers' perspective corresponded with the following argument by 

lefferson in that being black was understood to combine with other social characteristics 
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to produce an outcome whereby a specific group is more likely to negatively encounter 

the police. 

"'Because they are black' ought to read 'because they are young and 
male and 'rough' working class and black'" (1993:35). 

This understanding implied that mutual suspicion and hostility are far less likely to be 

endemic to police-black encounters if the black person involved is older, of a higher 

socio-economic status and, explicitly in Jefferson's view, female. 

For the volunteers, black young people are in a worse position than their white 

counterparts as a direct consequence of processes of racialisation. A lack of 

opportunities arising from the debilitating experiences of discrimination was thought to 

be commonplace. Additionally, some volunteers argued that this situation is 

compounded by a general failure to address specific social problems until they a' ffect the 

population of the city as a whole. The following response highlights this perspective 

with reference to Sheffield's apparent drug problem. 

"I actually highlighted d1'llgs as an i.\·sue within the (youth) service. 
Nobody really wanted /0 know because it wasn '/ all issue as they saw it 
and when it became a city-wide issue. And again, the whole thillg with 
ullemployment, there was all ullemployment issue amollgst the black 
community, YOll know, probably before it hit the while community ;11 this 
city ... black kid .. · were 011 the streets a couple (?f years before the white 
kid .. · ... (Raymond) 

In conclusion, both the volunteers and the custody officers attributed importance 

to structural inequalities as one source of problematic police-black relations. I t follows 

that improving the relationship between black people and the police was thought to 

involve reducing inequalities at the structural level. However, for the police officers, 

this entailed addressing inequalities based exclusively on social class. This 

understanding both discounted any significance for 'race' in police-black encounters and 

absolved the police of responsibility for addressing problematic police-black relations. 

For the volunteers, the effect of other structural inequalities was understood to be 

compounded by inequalities based on racialised difference. Addressing racialised 

inequalities was therefore thought to be essential if the social control function of the 

police is to be reduced. This meant that, in contrast to the custody officers, the 

volunteers stressed the significance of the meaning of 'race' in police-black encounters. 
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4.4.2 The Institutional Level 

Differences in the respective understanding of the volunteers and the custody 

officers were particularly acute with reference to their understanding of inequalities at 

the institutional level. In fact, only the minorities officer and chief constable agreed with 

the volunteers that there is a need to improve police-black relations at this level. In 

keeping with other studies of the police, this indicated that there are discernible 

differences between the views of senior and specialist officers and those of the rank-and­

file (e.g. Cain, 1975; Holdaway, 1983). For example, the chief constable's willingness 

to endorse the project's HOAS involved recognising the possibility that black people are 

'disadvantaged' . 

H[ don'l resolve from the fact that this (the scheme) is an advantage to 
the black members of the community because black members of the 
community perceive that they are disadvantaged and, in fact, it seems 
that actually they are ". (Chief Constable) 

Implicitly acknowledging that the police are not always impartial, the chief constable 

indicated that the custody officers' perspective of law and order is of less relevance to 

his management position. 

However, determining the understanding of rank-and-file officers was crucial 

because the volunteers' stories, as analysed in Section 4.2, demonstrate that the vast 

majority of police-black encounters are likely to occur at street level and therefore 

involve these officers only. The following responses serve to highlight how, for the 

custody officers, 'community relations' is completely separate from their work. The 

officers were asked if they thought that some racial groups have more of a say with the 

police than others. 

H[ would presume that, you know, that there's quite a bit of 
communication going on between different groups with higher ranking 
officers". (Sgt. Morris) 

"[ts something that ['ve never had anything to do with, these community 
projects that are set up by different departments in the force". (Sgt. 
Snell) 

H[ don't know really 'cause [ don't deal with thal aspect at all really. 
You're better talking to our community affairs or our area inspector". 
(Sgt. Lamb) 
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The assumption that 'community relations' is the exclusive remit of police management 

implies that it has no practical relevance to routine operational policing. It follows that 

rank-and-file officers are less likely to consider how to improve police-black relations at 

the institutional level. 

In fact, the custody officers provided no evidence that they considered the police 

as an organisation to be in any way responsible for problematic relations. Again, their 

adherence to a perspective of law and order which promotes police impartiality was a 

legitimate explanation for this omission because their presentation of role represents a 

practical response to the operational demands of police work and, as a result, is 

divorced from the organisational considerations of senior officers (Holdaway, 1979:7-8). 

Adopting this stance effectively precluded any potential for the custody officers to 

criticise the police at the institutional level. Thus, the following discussion of 

institutional, racialised inequalities is derived entirely from interviews with the 

volunteers, minorities officer and chief constable. 

The second option for improving police-black relations is based on the 

understanding that racialised inequalities are present within the police at an institutional 

level. For example, the project co-ordinator described a meeting he attended with 

custody officers where he remembered distinguishing between, apparently irrefutable, 

evidence of individual and institutional discrimination. 

"He goes 'my officers don't discriminate, we treat everybody equally' 
and I said 'Look, you're taking this personally. It isn't personal, I'm not 
accusing you. I'm saying the organisation discriminates. Now, its not 
gonna be every single individual, its gonna be some individuals' and I 
says 'what happens is that you claim you don't treat anybody differently. 
Research will prove you to be a liar on that basis' ". (Majid) 

Similarly, some of the volunteers referred to the apparently entrenched racism of police 

culture in order to highlight the inability of individual police officers to act ID 

contradiction to the questionable norms and values of the organisation as a whole. 

"1 mean, there are the ones who want to try. There's always gonna be 
more who don't. So, if they go there with good intentions, I don't think 
they've got no hope. Its all to do with police culture ". (Marie) 

"You'd probably get the odd one but, when he's been in the force for 
five years, he's probably gonna have been manipulated You know, I 
think its inbred in them sometimes". (Alison) 
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"In an organisation that has a very different culture about these sorts of 
issues, how able is the custody sergeant to say and, in the last resort, to 
actually understand the subtleties of what's actually going on? And I'm 
sure I do some of those a disservice in saying so". (JilI) 

Consequently, for these volunteers, racialised inequalities must In some way be 

addressed at an institutional level rather than being dependent on individual attitudes. 

The following suggested solution to problematic police-black relations involves 

addressing operational concerns in order to obtain the desired effect, regardless of the 

views of individuals. 

"I'm afraid I've come down to the view that its not about attitudinal 
training. Sadly, its not gonna work with the organisation of individuals 
'cause you're dealing with years of conditioning and three or four 
hundred years of history. Its behaviour and systems. So sadly, taking 
that to its conclusion, someone deep down might still hold questionable 
beliefs ... but if you can work with them on a professional working level 
to address operational systems, then at least that's something and 
you're not dependent on an individual's liberalism or altruism or 
something like that". (Joe) 

From this perspective, there are few benefits of racism awareness training. Rather, the 

key to challenging racialised inequalities entails implementing appropriate operational 

changes. 

Furthermore, addressing operational concerns in an ad hoc way was understood 

to be of limited use. The following volunteer argued that these concerns need to be 

addressed consistently at all levels of the organisation. This implies that it is inadequate 

to rely on specialised community relations departments within the organisation. An 

holistic approach is inherently preferable. 

"These are the kind of issues that I think they need to be addressing and 
not just on a monthly basis, or yearly, or when the need arises, or when 
you get told off. It needs to be made part and parcel of your policing 
plan, you know what I mean, and I think they have got different levels of 
policing". (Salim) 

Likewise, the volunteers identified a distinction between the perspectives of the police 

management and the rank and file. 

"'Cause we had to take time to, to get established and for the police to 
recognise, although higher management in police recognise the project, 
you know, it was the foot soldiers that we had to be careful about". 
(Richard) 
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"] mean, ] think the senior management in the police for whatever 
reason, and] 've no doubt some of them are the right reasons, backs the 
project and has been prepared to say so in pUblic. ] think the bit that 
needs nurturing is the officer and the custody sergeant and the 
inspectors and the arresting officers". (Jill) 

"] think that we don't need to be speaking to the fellas up top, we need 
to be speaking to the people who are actually making the arrests". 
(peter) 

This means that an holistic approach to addressing racialised inequalities at the 

institutional level needs to be directed at all ranks of officer within the police for it to be 

effective. In short, the volunteers' understanding was that it needs to be adopted by the 

organisation as a whole. 

In addition to this, some of the volunteers referred to the police as part of the 

criminal justice process. As a result, examining racialised inequalities at the institutional 

level was thought to involve considering how the police both reflect and reinforce a 

racialised system of justice. The decision of the police to arrest an individual was 

interpreted as the first stage of a process whereby each subsequent stage is influenced by 

those that preceded it. 

"Who gets a slap on the wrist at the arresting stage and told to go and 
who's kept to go into court. And its always, ] mean, my own experience 
in my own job, that, if there were twenty people, ten black and ten white, 
if they went into court, you would find that all black people would go 
straight either on remand or to return to court and half the white 
population would get a slap on the wrist". (Raymond) 

In fact, racialised inequalities beyond the police custody stage were understood to be a 

particular problem for black people. 

"They tend to get detained longer whereas a white person tends to get 
released more quickly and, ] know its going a bit further, but its also like 
when a black persons gets put down, they get put down for something 
that maybe quite petty whereas if a white person does something quite 
drastic they get a lesser sentence". (Anne) 

Racialised inequalities at later stages of the process were also referred to by the 

minorities officer who criticised the Crown Prosecution Service's questionable handling 

of racial harassment cases. His view illustrates the understanding that the functioning of 

one criminal justice agency has implications for another. 

"At the end of the day, if it doesn't go to court or if something goes 
wrong, its the police who have to go back and tell the victim that we've 
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not done it. But its liS ;sn'l it and il shollldll'l he. I1 shollld he the ('PS. 
YOII've made a mess (l it ,\'0 YOII lell them {(lid they WO/I 'I do it, they 
WO/I't do it, and il annoys me ". (Sgt. Davies) 

The chief constable also highlighted the importance of focusing on racialised 

discrimination at each stage of the process by arguing that securing parity of treatment 

in the police station is of little use unless it is secured elsewhere. 

"/ 've made the assumplion thal {f YOII sqlleeze the hllhhle (~f 

discriminalion hy l'l'hite people, the mqjority, a~ail1st visihle minorities 
that the huhhle would sqlleeze awaY.li"OJl1 the police toward\' other parts 
l?f the criminaljllstice ,\yslel11. It would also he fair 10 say Ihat we mighl 
squeeze the huhhle to an earlier parI (~f Ihe process. ff everything seems 
to he legitimate and ahove hoard in Ireatmellt and fairness within the 
police station, it may he fair to look at that treatment hefore the police 
station". (Chief Constable) 

In summary, the volunteers, minorities officer and chief constable argued that 

racialised inequalities should be addressed at the institutional level. This was understood 

to require an holistic approach involving two strategies. First, operational policing 

needs to be altered in the interests of achieving parity of treatment and, second, wider 

changes are required in order to challenge a racialised system of justice, 

4.4.3 The Individual Level 

The final option presented in this section is based on the interpretation of the 

police as a group of individuals. Both the volunteers and custody officers identified the 

actions and behaviour of specific police officers as one source of problematic police­

black relations, Again, the analysis will demonstrate that disparities between the 

understanding of the two groups are evident on closer inspection. It will also 

demonstrate that mutual hostility is not necessarily endemic to police-black encounters. 

The responses included in Section 4.2 demonstrated that the volunteers referred 

to a variety of specific incidents involving particular police officers. The stories told by 

the volunteers revealed that the behaviour of these officers was understood to be 

explicable only if it is viewed through the lens of 'race'. The volunteers recounted these 

specific incidents in order to illustrate their understanding that police-black relations are 

problematic. Although they did not regard mutual hostility and mistrust as being all that 

there is to the relationship, they were always careful not to over-emphasise the positive 
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aspects. The volunteers were asked how they regarded the relationship between black 

people and the police in Sheffield. 

"Half and half. For instance, I've got a good relationship with my 
community bobby but some of the other officers are very different, they 
do target black people. / myself have been stopped". (Veronica) 

'There are one or two nice police officers. / mean we have a local 
bobby there / usually talk to and / play football every Monday against 
the police. They're absolutely amazing. They're good guys, yeah? / 
don't know what they say in their spare times but, at that time when we 
play football against them, they're very nice people". (Khalid) 

"/ mean, there's a lot of police officers in their defence, / mean / don't 
want to defend them but in their defence, a lot do actually go out of their 
way to actually be straight and be alright with you '" / mean, some of 
them really look hard and I've had a laugh and a joke with them and 
they've been alright". (Gary) 

Stories describing the commendable conduct of particular officers, such as community 

bobbies, are exceptional because they do not serve to alter the volunteers' central, 

assumed truth that the relationship is problematic. For the volunteers, the solution to 

problematic police-black relations did not therefore wholly depend on addressing the 

relationship at an individual level. 

The police officers also acknowledged the responsibility of individual officers for 

the appropriate management of specific incidents involving black people. This 

interpretation implies that the likelihood of hostility during police-black encounters 

depends on situational rather than endemic factors. 

"/ mean, as far as day to day contact with people from ethnic minorities, 
obviously it is all down to individual officers and how they react. I 
mean, / generally, when I am outside, bearing in mind that I haven't 
been outside now for a couple of years, / will talk to people whatever or 
whoever during my course of duty. Each individual officer is different 
to how far that, if you like, informal contact is developed". (Sgt. Grant) 

In fact, the police officers' understanding was substantially different to that of the 

volunteers. The following responses are representative of the officers' views. They 

reveal that a minority of exceptional officers were understood to be responsible for 

racism within the police. 

"/ can understand that some people, some black people, have been, well 
claim to have been, mistret by the police and I'm sure that there are 
some racist officers because we come from society. You know, there's 
bound to be somebody amongst the police that's racist and you've just 
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got to try and find out who the ones are and make sure that, you know, 
they are dealt with accordingly. And I come to accept it as I've worked 
with it". (Sgt. Morris) 

"Again, its the odd one or two people in the police force and the odd 
one or two people in the community who do the dirty deed, and it 
doesn't make everything alright. Its the one or two bad people that 
make the whole world rotten for the rest of us to some extent", (Sgt. 
Burton) 

In addition to this, the experiences of black police officers were referred to as evidence 

that only exceptional officers have racist tendencies. 

"Peter Smith (black police officer) says there are racist problems 
amongst some, in some places. At Rotherham there's a particular 
inspector who's a bit racist and had to, I think Peter bore the brunt of it 
a bit. He was a P.C.". (Sgt. Lamb) 

This means that, for the custody officers, exploring the nature of police-black 

relations more generally is a pointless exercise. They argued that the relationship is 

based on specific encounters between individuals from the two groups and it is therefore 

these individuals who represent the correct focus for investigation. 

"Relationship between the police and blacks, its down to the one, the 
officer and the individual involved Everyone likes to portray police 
versus black. Well, its not like that or its not the way that I've 
experienced it", (Sgt. Bingham) 

As a result, the officers argued that the questionable actions of individual officers should 

not be presented as evidence regarding the nature of policing and police officers in 

general. 

"If somebody's mistret by a police officer, then they shouldn 'I take it out 
on the whole of the force, you know. We've got to teach people the 
proper ways to make complaints about a particular, specific officer, not 
the whole of the police service". (Sgt. Morris) 

"Its been highlighted recently that there is a section of the service that 
are prejudiced But I honestly think that they do spoil the reputation of 
everybody else who are good police officers who aren't prejudiced and 
would deal with everybody fairly", (Sgt. Snell) 

This understanding inverted that of the volunteers because it contradicted their 

interpretation that specific negative incidents are evidence of 'the way it is' regarding 

police-black relations. Rather, the officers argued that specific racialised incidents are 

exceptional and should be treated as such when making generalisations about the nature 
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of the relationship. For these officers, the primary solution to problematic police-black 

relations therefore entails challenging the minority of individual officers thought to be 

responsible for racialised incidents. 

Importantly, the apparently exceptional racialised incidents referred to by the 

custody officers did, however, threaten their presentation of role as outlined in the 

previous section. By acknowledging that racialised differences influence the work 

practices of certain officers, they also acknowledged that officers do not always treat 

everybody the same. This reinforced that their presented role was a kind of performance 

whereby they acted out the roles required to realise the police identity. This 

performance inevitably involved a process of concealment which faltered when the work 

practices of officers were revealed. 

Furthermore, the understanding of the custody officers amounted to a 'rotten 

apple' theory of police racism (Keith, 1993:11). It individualised the problem of 

racialised policing and thus ignored the social and political context of policing. In short, 

it failed to consider the possibility, suggested by the volunteers, that processes of 

racialisation are a common feature of normal policing. 

Thus, the volunteers and custody officers revealed very different perceptions of 

the nature of police-black relations at the individual level. Examples of good conduct on 

the part of individual officers did not alter the volunteers' understanding that everyday 

policing is racialised. In contrast, for the officers, the poor conduct of individual officers 

is exceptional and does not indicate that policing in general is racialised. 

This section has demonstrated that the volunteers regarded racialised policing as 

the norm and, as a result, identified negative consequences of processes of racialisation 

at the structural, institutional and individual level. Their understanding differed 

significantly to that of the custody officers who, due to their particular perspective of 

law and order, argued that racialised policing is merely a rare deviation from usual non­

racialised standards. 

4.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed in detail the relationship between black people and the 

police as it was understood by the various research participants. It has outlined the 

immediate context to the formation of the BJP in Sheffield by examining how both the 

volunteers, as members of the local black population, and the custody officers, as 



Relationship between Black People and the Police: 140 

members of South Yorkshire Police, regarded police-black relations. In particular, it has 

presented further evidence required to determine the extent and nature of support for the 

project. 

By analysing the composition and content of the volunteers' stories, Section 4.2 

revealed three central, assumed truths, each of which leads to the conclusion that 

policing is irrefutably racialised. Thus, the volunteers regarded racialised policing as 

normal and were alone in arguing that challenging it involves addressing processes of 

racialisation at the structural, institutional and individual level. In terms of support for 

the project, the volunteers clearly identified a need to reduce racialised inequalities, 

specifically with reference to black people's racialised experiences of criminal justice. 

Again, this suggests an endorsement of the project's aims and objectives. The reasons 

for their support of the project are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Six. 

The understanding of the minorities officer and chief constable also indicated 

support for the project. As representatives of police headquarters and management 

respectively, they are divorced from the demands of everyday, operational policing and, 

as a result, identified a need to address racialised inequalities at an institutional level. 

Their interpretation was in keeping with the police 'community relations' strategy 

referred to in the previous chapter. 

However, the custody officers' presentation of their role provided no option to 

acknowledge the significance of racialised policing to the same extent as any of the other 

research participants. In fact, for these officers, racialised policing was thought to be the 

responsibility of a small minority of officers who contradict the notion that officers are 

neutral upholders oflaw and order. Apart from individualising problematic police-black 

relations, this understanding provides no apparent justification for the formation of the 

BJP. 

The conflicting understanding of the volunteers, police management and custody 

officers is explored further in the following chapter which examines the operation of the 

project's HOAS. Thus, the specific, practical context of police custody reveals the 

implications of their different interpretations of racialised policing for the success of the 

scheme and, ultimately, the project. 
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Chapter Five 

The Help On Arrest Scheme (HOAS) 

5.1 Introduction 

The Help On Arrest Scheme (HOAS) ensures that a volunteer is available 

twenty-four hours a day to attend any police custody suite in Sheffield on the request of 

an arrested black person. The role of the volunteer is to provide practical help and 

advice to suspects in order to facilitate and protect their general well-being. By 

pursuing and protecting the interests of black suspects, the HOAS therefore represents 

one way in which the BJP attempts to operationalise the black perspective. 

Chapter Five examines critically the extent to which the project was able to 

operationalise the black perspective in the specific, practical context of the scheme. It 

reiterates the central research finding that the project's self-defined independent status 

was extremely tenuous and ultimately unsustainable. In short, the project evidently 

depended on the police, a predominately white institution, for the satisfactory 

functioning of the HO AS and could not therefore adequately substantiate its claim of 

autonomy. This, in itself, contradicted an important aspect of operationalising the black 

perspective. 

The main part of the chapter begins by exploring further the custody officers' 

presentation of their role as outlined in Chapter Four. It reveals how they applied their 

particular perspective of law and order to their particular area of police work by 

promoting both the independent nature of their job and the pursuit of justice. Similarly, 

it will be argued that, by adhering to this perspective, these officers reinforced a specific 

racialisation of policing whereby issues of 'race' are deemed to be irrelevant to the 

custody process. Furthermore, it will be argued that their perspective of law and order 

was not solely a rhetorical device used to invalidate the HOAS. Rather, it represents a 

powerful means of explaining and legitimating the role of the custody officer more 

generally. 

Section 5.3 discusses the custody officers' presentation of their role in order to 

explain the power relations which influence the management of custody suites. Drawing 

on other studies of the police, it is argued that police custody personifies the unequal 
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relationship of power that usually exists between police officers and those that they 

police. As a result, the custody officers in Sheffield were able to prioritise the 

operational demands of policing in general and ignore or challenge the 'race relations' 

initiatives of their seniors. In the specific context of the HOAS, this meant that officers 

either failed or refused to fully support the initiative. This seriously impeded the success 

of the scheme, which unavoidably depended on the officers' active co-operation. 

Crucially, the BJP's dependence on the co-operation of the custody officers prevented 

the successful implementation of the black perspective. 

In Section 5.4, the understanding of the custody officers will be compared and 

contrasted with that of the volunteers in order to examine the purpose of the HOAS 

according to each group. It will be demonstrated that both groups regarded the 

experience of police custody as being more disturbing for black suspects. Thus, the 

officers implicitly acknowledged a meaning for 'race' in the custody process. However, 

it will also be revealed that they ultimately adhered to their particular perspective of law 

and order whereby the fears of black suspects are deemed to be perceived rather than 

real. This meant that, whilst the volunteers explained their role in terms of 

operationalising the black perspective, the custody officers explained why they were 

inclined to challenge the scheme's full implementation. 

Finally, the reasons given by the custody officers for their rejection of the HO AS 

are explored in greater detail in Section 5.5. It is argued that they used the language of 

racism to discredit the scheme and thus reinforced their central assertion that 'race' has 

no meaning in the custody process. Similarly, it is argued that officers were only able to 

deny the racialisation of police custody by ignoring the vastly unequal power relations 

which characterise it. 

This chapter therefore draws together a number of key themes explored in the 

main body of this thesis regarding volunteering among black people, the racialisation of 

identity and criminal justice issues, within the specific context of the BJP. It therefore 

provides a useful summary as a prerequisite for exploring the wider racialisation of 

identity in the final two empirical chapters. 

5.2 The custody officers' presentation of their role 

The role of the custody officer was created by the Police and Criminal Evidence 

Act 1984 (PACE). The provisions of that part of the act relating to 'the detention, 
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treatment and questioning of persons by police officers' aimed to ensure that the rights 

of suspects did not take second place to the interests of investigating officers (Home 

Office, 1985; Brown, 1989). Balancing the needs and interests of both groups became 

one of the key responsibilities of the custody officer. The provisions of PACE therefore 

suggested that the rights of suspects would be protected by the new custody officers as 

a matter of course. 

Thus, the custody officers who participated in the research were of vital 

significance to the efficient operation of the HOAS because they had the main 

responsibility for maintaining the rights of black suspects. It was therefore crucial to 

establish how far they acknowledged and promoted their autonomy from other police 

officers specifically because it had implications for their endorsement of the scheme. 

Essentially, the role of the volunteer would be rendered redundant by an apparently 

independent officer who was understood to address comprehensively the needs and 

interests of black suspects. Thus, it was important to establish the custody officers' 

understanding of both their role and that of the scheme in order to assess the meaning of 

'race' within the specific context of police custody. 

This section demonstrates how the custody officers' presentation of their role 

incorporated an understanding that their work necessitates independence and 

impartiality. It reveals that this presentation involved a particular perspective of law and 

order whereby the officers insisted that it is their duty to apply the law strictly and 

without discretion. To reiterate, in Section 4.3 of Chapter Four it was demonstrated 

that this perspective incorporates the assumption that the police are an impartial social 

institution working to protect the rights of all citizens. 

First, the officers argued that they are independent specifically because they 

adhere to the provisions of PACE. In particular, this was thought to ensure that the care 

of suspects is undoubtedly given priority. Next, they asserted that, as professionals, they 

are bound to fulfil the requirements of their role in a neutral and efficient manner. 

Finally, they claimed that the HOAS undermines their pursuit of justice because they 

interpreted it as challenging their particular perspective of law and order. The officers 

arguments are presented in detail below. 

The custody officers understood their role to be independent in the specific sense 

that the care of the suspect is a necessary priority during the course of their work. 
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"All my job is, is to look after people once they're in police custody". 
(Sgt. Morris) 

"And the fact that the custody officer's independent, they're there to 
look after ... I mean, that's the whole point. You see, the custody 
officer's role is to look after the prisoner. That's a legal requirement, 
care in custody, you know, of the individual. He's personally 
responsible and people don't understand that". (Sgt. Burton) 

The second comment highlights the personal responsibility of the custody officer for the 

suspect's welfare. This was emphasised by other officers who referred to their lack of 

immunity from the law. For example, the inspector responsible for two of the four 

custody suites in Sheffield argued that his staff are controlled by regulations which 

prevent unacceptable conduct. As a result, custody officers were understood to carry 

out their duties satisfactorily regardless of a suspect's racialised origin. 

"Because of course, we are controlled by regulations, as you know, and 
the discipline code. But certainly, in my experience, I have not seen 
anything untoward from my staff dealing with black persons in 
custody". (Insp. Wilson) 

From this perspective, the custody officers agreed that it is in their personal interests to 

ensure that the provisions of the PACE Act are closely followed and that suspects are 

treated uniformly regardless of their individual characteristics. 

The provisions of the PACE Act were frequently referred to by the custody 

officers who insisted that, due to it being a legal requirement, they have no alternative 

but to apply the codes of practice contained within them. For the custody officers, the 

standardised, mandatory 'record of custody' form provides crucial evidence that they 

adequately fulfil the requirements of their role. 

"He (a volunteer) came up to the counter saying he's got to have this 
right and he's got to have that right. We said, oh wait a minute, the 
custody record's there. Look, that's what he's been offered, that's what 
he's signed for, that's what he's got". (Sgt. Pearson) 

"If they want anybody notifying, that person's notified If they want 
legal advice, they're given legal advice. If they want a copy of the codes 
of practice, they're given a copy. Which are their three basic rights. 
They're given a notice which explains those rights in more detail, to get 
them their entitlements". (Sgt. Snell) 

The above remarks suggest that the custody record represents a straightforward and 

accurate reflection of what occurs during the period spent in police custody. The 
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remarks implicitly discount the possibility that custody officers have any influence on the 

suspect's decisions or the outcome of the custody process. However, research has 

indicated that the attitudes and practices of custody officers significantly affect the 

decisions made by the suspect. For example, they have been observed to use numerous 

ploys to prevent suspects from seeking legal advice (Sanders & Young, 1994: 13 2-7). 

These ploys ultimately ensure that the operational demands of policing have priority. 

This did not feature in the custody officers' presentation of their role. They were asked 

why suspects sometimes decline their offer to call out a volunteer. 

"They're l?ffered a solicitor, they're (!tfered all the thing ... under PACE 
They say, well who are these people? What c.:anthey (?ffer me hesides? ", 
(Sgt, Samways) 

"They don't see a need/or it. They understalld, {f the joh 's heen dOlle 
properly, they understand the reaSOl1 why they'V(! heen arrested, they 
understand what's going to he happening to them, they understand what 
their rights are ", (Sgt. Grant) 

This suggests that suspects are fully informed and thus completely aware of their rights. 

However, the latter comment is important in alluding to the possibility of discretion in 

the custody officer's job. 

This custody officer's response is worth quoting at length because he alone 

introduced the significant caveat that officers do not necessarily fulfil their duties 

satisfactorily. Consequently, he was the only officer to imply that a suspect's racialised 

identity could have a bearing on the conduct of the custody officer, 

"YolI see, my prohlem with the scheme is that / /eel that the code,,,,' (~f 
practice alld people's rights, once they are hmllght into the po/i(.:e 
."I'tation, are adequately covered hy the (:odes (l practice, And the R.JP 
seems to me duplicating what we already do, ~f we're doing ollr joh 
properly. There should" 't really he a need/or this .w,'heme hecause it is 
catered/or 'withi" the codes (?f practice, which It'e're all hOllnd to carlY 
Ollt ", (Sgt. Grant) 

However, even this officer maintained that the HOAS is unnecessary because, when 

pressed, he adhered to the same perspective of law and order as his colleagues, This left 

him with no option but to agree that the custody officer's role is a neutral one designed 

to protect the rights of all suspects, He was asked if he thought that the scheme is 

necessary. 

"/'11 reiterate hrie.f!y, / feel that there is 110 discrimination .. , its 
hasically saying, you're 1101 doing your joh alld, hecallse a person is 
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black, Asian, Chinese, Somalian, you're not going to do your job, 
because of their colour, and that the scheme is there to redress that 
situation. And that personally] take exception to". (Sgt. Grant) 

In accordance with the operational demands of policing, this officer therefore dismissed 

the possibility that 'race' has meaning during the course of his work. The custody 

officers' presentation of their role therefore excluded the possibility that they 

unavoidably make assumptions and judgements according to the personal characteristics 

of suspects, racialised or otherwise. 

In addition to this, the custody officers insisted that they are professionals who 

fulfil their duties according to a professional code of conduct which includes 

impartiality. 

"Bearing in mind that, at the end of the day, everything that happens 
down here happens because it has to and there's nothing done that can't 
be done. Everybody's more than fair with people so, you /mow". (Sgt. 
Snell) 

ill don't mind these people coming in because, as far as ] /mow, these 
people down here are very professional. They're in here because they 
want to be here. We see it as offering a service, just like any business, 
where they're our clients. We deal with them professionally. Why 
should we worry about other people coming in and seeing what 
happens?". (Sgt. Pearson) 

The custody officers' notion of professionalism suggests competence, skill and an 

adherence to strictly enforced rules. Specifically, it precludes any meaning for 'race' in 

the context of their work. Thus, it complements their particular perspective of law and 

order and the assertion that they implement the provisions of PACE in a uniform and 

methodical manner. 

Finally, the custody officers argued that the HOAS undermines their pursuit of 

justice by jeopardising the case-building exercise. Again, their comments revealed how 

their understanding incorporated a specific racialisation of policing whereby issues of 

'race' are deemed to be irrelevant. They insisted that the ability of the police to apply 

the law effectively, and in accordance with their particular perspective of law and order, 

is threatened by the admission of volunteers to the custody suite. Thus, the presence of 

volunteers was thought to obstruct their ability to meet the operational demands of 

policing. As a result, volunteers were understood to be obstacles in the pursuit of 
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justice, despite the fact that they were issued with compulsory identification cards by 

South Yorkshire Police following the completion of criminal record checks. 

"They could go and inform people that really the police don't want to be 
informed Yeah, and in fact, disclose the whereabouts of stolen goods, 
things like that. It could happen". (Sgt. Lamb) 

"You don't know who the volunteer is when he comes down. You do not 
know if any messages are going to be passed to him, you know, to go 
and be passed to someone else". (Sgt. Samways) 

Furthermore, this suggests that, for the officers, the volunteers are an obstacle to 

case-building due to their possible criminal tendencies. In fact, there was a suspicion 

among a few of the officers that volunteers are 'criminals'. 

SN: Are they criminals? 

JB: What the volunteers? 

SN: Yeah 

JB: The majority of them haven't got criminal records. I think there are 
about five or six that have. (Sgt. Snell) 

The following custody officer was asked if there had been any occasion when the project 

failed to respond to a suspect's request for a volunteer. His response, which was 

repeated by another officer, appeared to confirm the suspicions of his colleagues. 

"Yes, funnily enough, yes, yes. (laughs) Yes, in fact, it was the last time. 
Yeah, and the person that was under arrest was a member of the BJP 
and he was the one who was on duty. And I can actually give you his 
name 'cause I can remember it. But I don't suppose you want that? 
(laughs)". (Sgt. elements) 

The project co-ordinator confirmed that a volunteer had been detained at the police 

station where this officer worked, but denied that the volunteer in question was on duty 

at the time. However, the custody officers' understanding effectively criminalised the 

volunteers and, ultimately, the scheme. This served to reinforce their argument that the 

scheme undermines the pursuit of justice. 

Also, the presence of a volunteer was understood to detract from the reasons 

why suspects are in custody. For the custody officers, suspects are more than likely to 

have committed the offence for which they have been arrested and it is their job to 

pursue justice accordingly. 
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"The fact that they might well have committed a crime I suppose ... well, 
people won't come to police stations for no apparent reason, you know? 
There aren't daft people out there, you know?". (Sgt. Burton) 

"We don't charge people just for the sake of it but, like I say, I've been 
working here for six months, so you can imagine how many people I've 
actually dealt with while I've been down here, and I've only released 
about three people, insufficient people. So, that goes a long way to 
saying, or to showing, that people who get arrested have done what 
they're getting arrested for". (Sgt. SneU) 

These officers demonstrated a working assumption that suspects are guilty and that 

being formally charged with an offence constitutes proof of guilt. This assumption has 

been stressed in previous studies of policing (e.g. McConville & Baldwin, 1982; 

Holdaway, 1983). The officers therefore highlighted the continuing dominance of the 

police occupational culture in influencing the practices of operational officers. As a 

result, the volunteers were referred to as an unnecessary inconvenience because they 

appear not to view suspects from the officers' perspective of law and order. The 

officers were adamant that suspects be perceived as criminals first and foremost. 

"They're not here because they're disadvantaged as blacks. They're 
here because they've committed a crime". (Sgt. Snell) 

"It depends on the crime rather than the skin colour". (Sgt. Clarke) 

The custody officers' perspective of law and order therefore represents a 

powerful means of explaining and legitimating their role. F or the officers, it provides a 

framework within which to interpret their work in order to address any criticisms of 

partiality. In terms of the HOAS, this meant that they were able to criticise its apparent 

failure to acknowledge the likelihood that suspects have committed a criminal offence. 

Thus, the scheme was understood to obstruct the pursuit of justice whereas their role 

was deemed to facilitate it. This suggested that volunteers are, in fact, guilty of 

partiality by focusing on the personal characteristics of suspects. Ultimately, the role of 

the HO AS was considered to be redundant in that a check on and balance for police 

powers was not thought to be required. 

This section has revealed how the custody officers explained and legitimated 

their role using a particular perspective of law and order whereby they are perceived as 

neutral upholders of the law. First, it demonstrated that the officers confidently asserted 

their neutrality and independence. Second, it explained how, during the course of their 

work, the pursuit of justice was understood to take priority in accordance with their job 
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description as upholders of the law. The custody officers maintained that the personal 

characteristics of suspects are irrelevant and thus discounted any meaning for 'race' 

within the custody process. The extent to which the custody officers' presentation of 

their role constituted an accurate interpretation of police custody is examined in the 

following section. 

5.3 Power relations and the custody process 

The custody officers' presentation of their role, as outlined in the previous 

section, corresponded with the conclusions of previous research which focused on the 

custody process. Particularly, these research findings demonstrated that the interests of 

other police officers were still prioritised following the implementation of the PACE 

Act. The researchers explained why custody officers fail to be impartial. 

"In practice, however, custody officers are unable to divorce themselves 
from the 'needs' of policing and are unable to stand back from their 
institutional and collegial ties with other officers. At the end of the day, a 
custody officer is a police officer" (McConville et ai, 1991 :42). 

As a result, the researchers argued that the custody officers' role could never be 

independent due to their working commitment to both other police officers and the 

operational demands of policing in general. Essentially, they concluded that the custody 

process is crucial to the police criminal justice function. Its purpose is to construct a 

case for the prosecution in order to maximise the potential for the suspect to be charged 

and, ultimately, convicted. The suspension of liberty is instrumental to the success of 

this process. Thus, police custody personifies the unequal power relations that exist 

between police officers and those that they police. 

"Before the police are able to construct evidence, however, it is 
necessary for them to create the social and environmental conditions 
which enable them to do this in the circumstances most favourable to 
them" (McConville et aI, 1991: 36). 

The custody officers in Sheffield were originally informed by internal circular 

that senior officers at South Yorkshire Police had agreed to support the BOAS. Each 

custody area was sent a supply of posters and leaflets advertising the scheme. They 

were requested to use the supply to inform black suspects of the new service provided. 

However, it was evident that the request was only partially implemented. In fact, two of 
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the officers interviewed had never informed a suspect of the scheme. Those who had 

complied with the request of their seniors did not appear to do so unreservedly. 

ss: The leaflets seem to have been used up, but we've got that on the 
wall. They can see it, get the telephone number from it and say, there it 
is, I want it. 

JB: Right, and do you actually point the poster out and tell them about 
it or ... 

SS: We tend to rely on their eyes. (Sgt. Samways) 

"There are notices up, we haven't actually got any at the moment. But, 
when it first started, we gave every person from an ethnic background a 
leaflet as well as the rights leaflet, which is just a small copy of the 
notice up on the wall". (Sgt. Bingham) 

At the station where these officers worked, the poster advertising the HOAS had been 

placed opposite the custody desk which meant that suspects had their backs to it whilst 

being informed of their rights. It was therefore essential that officers directly acquainted 

suspects with the service. However, for the officers, the absence of leaflets together 

with the discrete positioning of the poster meant that they did not inform black suspects. 

This was contrary to the instructions of senior officers. The aim of this section is to 

explore the relations of power within the custody process in order to explain the reasons 

for the custody officers' apparent reluctance to support the scheme. 

Essentially, this section will reveal how the officers were able to create the 

conditions which restricted the successful functioning of the HOAS and, by doing so, 

fulfilled the operational demands of policing. It also explains how they were facilitated 

by the social and environmental conditions of police custody in general. First, the 

custody area is defined as police territory within which the custody officers were able to 

exercise overriding control. Second, the importance of the custody officers' use of 

discretion is emphasised in order to explain how the instructions of senior officers were 

partially implemented and, ultimately, ignored. Third, the operational priorities 

influencing the custody process are examined in order to explain further the custody 

officers' lack of support for the scheme. 

The section therefore reveals that the custody officers' exercised their authority 

through a process of interpretation and decision-making whereby their understanding 

prioritised the demands of operational policing rather than the interests of black 

suspects. It therefore explains why their presented role as independent and neutral 
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seekers of justice does not withstand critical inspection and thus does not preclude a 

meaning for 'race' in the custody process. 

The following volunteers recognised that they were privileged to be granted 

access to the custody area. They consistently referred to it as police territory and 

alluded to their sense of vulnerability when attending call-outs. 

"Sometimes you also feel that you're somebody special, you /mow, 
'cause you're being let in , .. so, we are special, in a way, to he going 
past the corridors of the power into the police cells. And all the 
personnel are looking at you, who is he? ", (Salim) 

"If I'm gonna go in and, the way I see it now, its a policeman's second 
home, I wanna know whether I am safe and they're not gonna make a 
fool of me .. , to me, the fear was this. If you go in a police station and 
you ask them anything, any awkward question, you be sitting yourself in 
a police cell", (Khalid) 

Territorially, the physical environment of the custody area reinforces the custody 

officers' authority, and thus the volunteers' lack of authority, by creating a sense of 

isolation and vulnerability. This territorial control has been explained in detail by Simon 

Holdaway in terms of the distinction between public and private space. 

"The further we move from the public space of the station counter into 
the increasingly private space of the station itself, the more dominant the 
values and practices of the lower ranks - the occupational culture" 
(1983:35). 

The custody areas visited were extremely gloomy. They were characterised by 

little, if any, natural light, limited ventilation and a lack of space. They were located in 

the basement or at the back of the police station and were isolated from the rest of the 

building. The custody officers' acknowledged the oppressive nature of this 

environment. 

"As you '1/ appreciate, they're like submarines those places, They're 
right at the bottom of everything. So, you've got very little natural light, 
you /mow, the air conditioning, fans. Well, they're pretty grim aren't 
they?", (Sgt. Burton) 

"'Cause, when they get down here, I'm in a controlled environment, 
they can't get out. Don't matter what they do, they're not going 
anywhere until I push the buttons and walk out the door, Same as you 
can't get out of here now", (Sgt. Snell) 
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The 'controlled environment' referred to above enabled officers to deny or terminate 

access to volunteers at any time. This is not to suggest that such practices were illegal. 

Rather, it demonstrates how the officers were able to use formal rules of conduct to 

their advantage. This was particularly useful if a volunteer was understood to have 

behaved in an unacceptable manner. One custody officer described how he responded 

to a volunteer who questioned his integrity. 

"I says, well look, take itfrom me this happens, you know. If you've got 
a complaint, you know where to go and do it. And then I told him to 
leave the police station. I'm not having somebody shouting at me at the 
desk". (Sgt. Pearson) 

The custody officers' control of access to and from the custody area had 

particular implications for the volunteers who were plainly aware that they crucially 

depended on the good will of the officer on duty. The following volunteer described 

how attending a call-out required caution when dealing with the custody officer. 

"If you approach him in a proper manner, you get dealt with in a proper 
manner, yeah, and if you wanna go there and sorta rough him up, he'll 
do the same to you. And it won't be any good to you as a volunteer, 
when you get there, 'cause, what he's gonna do, he's gonna make you 
wait longer. So, you've just gotta be calm, play his game ". (Lewis) 

The custody officers' control of access demonstrated how their work, in general, 

involves a process of decision-making allowing discretion in responding to specific 

situations. This process extended to the officers' supervision of HOAS call-outs. For 

example, the custody officers differed according to whether, or not, they allowed 

volunteers unsupervised access to suspects. At the time of the research, the rules of the 

scheme provided no guidance in this respect and they were therefore able to apply their 

own judgement. The officers were asked to describe what they did when a volunteer 

arrived at the station. 

"We checked out he was who he said he was and then he was allowed a 
supervised visit to the prisoner". (Sgt. Bingham) 

"It was just a case of introducing him to the other person and letting 
them get on with it. Its silly playing these hide and seek games in police 
stations. If someone's called, you might as well show them what they're 
on with and let them get on with it". (Sgt. Samways) 

Importantly, the second comment indicates that custody officers' in general are able to 

exercise their authority, and thus considerable discretion, in deciding if and how far to 
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co-operate with visitors. The success of the volunteer's visit, and ultimately the HOAS, 

was therefore unavoidably affected by the extent to which custody officers actively lent 

their support. As a result, it was evident that, not only were the officers able to retain 

control by exercising discretion, they also had ample opportunity to racialise the HOAS. 

This research finding introduces the question of whether the custody officers' support 

was forthcoming. 

F or a period of at least six months, the volunteers were rarely requested to 

attend call-outs. Following enquiries from the BJP's co-ordinator, the minorities officer 

at South Yorkshire Police discovered that many officers were either unaware of its 

existence or unaware that it was continuing. 

"I thought it had stopped before I became a custody officer because 
there was so little uptake of the services and the leaflets had 
disappeared and the notice had disappeared from the custody area", 
(Sgt. Grant) 

This was significant in that the custody officers were never instructed to remove the 

leaflets and poster and had not received formal notification that the scheme had ended. 

It was therefore clear that they failed to follow the request of senior officers to inform all 

black suspects of the service provided by the HOAS. By exercising their discretion in 

assuming that the scheme no longer operated, they effectively removed the HO AS from 

their work agenda without seeking confirmation. 

The resulting, acute lack of call-outs was testimony to the HOAS's reliance on 

the active co-operation of custody officers. This seriously restricted the scheme's 

objective of protecting and pursuing the interests of black suspects and, as a result, 

highlighted the contradictions inherent in the BJP's operationalisation of the black 

perspective. Again, it demonstrated how the project could not fully adhere to the black 

perspective because it unavoidably depended on the assistance of a predominately white 

institution. In addition to this, it provided further evidence of the potential for custody 

officers to racialise the scheme. 

The removal of the scheme from the custody officers' work agenda begged the 

question of why they did not rigorously implement the instructions of their seniors. The 

research findings presented below suggest that, by prioritising the demands of 

operational policing, the custody officers failed to actively support the scheme. 

F or example, it was clear that the satisfactory management of the custody area 

entails achieving maximum efficiency for both the custody officers and investigating 
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officers more generally. Maximum efficiency involves ensuring that suspects are 

charged and disposed of as quickly as possible. The custody officers frequently referred 

to the possibility that calling out a volunteer amounted to a considerable time delay in 

the custody process. 

"You've then got the appropriate adult and the solicitor, you know, 
'cause that's the way it goes, and you might be waiting three hours or 
more before you're in a position to go ahead with the interview. Its a 
long time ". (Sgt. Samways) 

"If we're in a position to interview him, we could interview him and give 
him a verbal caution within an hour. So really, to call somebody out, 
they're not going to be down here before he gets released". (Sgt. 
Morris) 

It has already been demonstrated that, by operating in a controlled environment, 

custody officers are able to create the conditions within which maximum efficiency for 

themselves and investigating officers is likely. Similarly, it was evident that the presence 

of a volunteer threatened the effective management of the custody process. The officers 

were asked if the HO AS makes their job more difficult. 

"There are times when it is extremely busy and, obviously, we have no 
control as to how many prisoners come in. We might have a run where 
literally one comes after another or three all come in at once. So 
anything, any additional task, which you then place on me, yes it makes 
my job more difficult". (Sgt. Grant) 

"You've got officers dealing with prisoners, wanting to get rid of them, 
and sometimes the custody officer will be feeling quite harassed And 
sometimes, if he's got to do an extra, offer somebody an extrafacility, it 
might well just get his heckles up a little bit ". (Sgt. Burton) 

In particular, the officers referred to the potential safety risk to both volunteers and 

themselves. They explained how the issue of safety created further difficulties and 

resulted in additional tasks to complete. 

"You've also got to sort of supervise that person, not to put the 
volunteer's safety at risk. You've got to look after his safety as well as 
the person who's been arrested". (Sgt. Davies) 

"At the end of the day, they're putting themselves at risk, they're putting 
the prisoner at risk and they're putting my staff at risk". (Sgt. Snell) 
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Again, the presence of a volunteer was thought to be undesirable because it threatened 

the successful management of the custody process. The same argument was evident 

with reference to the difficulty created by a lack of space. 

"And when you've got solicitors, Group Four (they do the escorting for 
us), prisoners, appropriate adults, juveniles, a whole group of people 
that you get down there, an extra one sometimes can just tip the balance. 
Space is a premium, interview rooms are at a premium". (Sgt. Burton) 

"We've only got limited facilities. It would create further problems in 
having to facilitate another consultation between the person and the 
volunteer". (Sgt. Snell) 

As a result, the custody officers were reluctant to endorse the HOAS. The 

scheme was understood to affect adversely the custody process by creating difficulties 

and additional work for them. Specifically, it was thought to negatively affect the speed 

with which a suspect is discharged from custody and thus arguably inhibited their ability 

to meet the demands of operational policing. 

This section has outlined the nature of power relations in the custody process in 

order to demonstrate how the custody officers were able to maintain their authority and 

thus ignore or selectively implement the instructions of their seniors regarding the 

HOAS. This meant that the support and apparent commitment of senior officers was 

not straightforwardly translated into active co-operation at ground level. This is in 

keeping with the research findings included in the previous chapter. Unlike more senior 

officers, the custody officers did not acknowledge a need to address racialised 

inequalities at the institutional level. It was therefore unsurprising that a scheme 

apparently addressing such a need failed to assume a high priority on their work agenda. 

As a direct consequence of the custody officers' maintainance of authority, it 

was clear that black suspects were by no means certain of receiving the assistance of the 

HOAS, either partially or in full. Thus, the BJP, in general, and the volunteers, in 

particular, were unable to successfully operationalise the black perspective. 

In this section, it has been explained that, by exercising their authority through a 

process of interpretation and decision-making, the custody officers' presentation of their 

role as independent and neutral was inaccurate. This, in turn, calls into question their 

assertion that 'race' has no meaning in the custody process. The research findings 

clearly demonstrate that, by retaining control, the officers had plenty of opportunity to 

racialise the HOAS. The following section examines further if and how the scheme was 
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racialised by comparing the custody officers views regarding the necessity of the BOAS 

with that of the volunteers. 

5.4 The purpose of the Help On Arrest Scheme 

The evidence presented in Chapter Four suggested that, contrary to the 

perspective of the custody officers, the volunteers understood encounters between black 

people and the police to be inherently racialised. In this section, the understanding of 

the custody officers is again compared and contrasted with that of the volunteers to 

accentuate further the differing ways in which the two groups interpreted the meaning of 

'race'. However, it will be demonstrated that both groups defined the BOAS as a 

copmg strategy aimed to address the lack of trust characterising black suspects' 

experience of police custody. 

The section introduces a tension between the custody officers' adherence to their 

particular perspective of law and order and their appreciation of the value of a BOAS. 

It reveals that, even though they acknowledged the disturbing nature of the experience 

of police custody for black suspects in particular, they ultimately rejected the volunteers' 

assertion that the fears of black suspects are justified. Thus, there was a significant 

tension between their presented role and their, albeit implicit. acknowledgement that 

'race' has meaning in the custody process. 

It was clear from the interviews with the volunteers who had attended BOAS 

call-outs that they understood their assistance to be greatly appreciated by suspects. For 

the volunteers, this provided evidence of the success of the scheme in general. The 

volunteers were asked how they decided if a call-out had been a success. The following 

volunteers received direct, positive feedback from the suspects themselves. 

"Well, the ones that I've been Oil, I ','e see" the people (!fter I've beell 
dowllto visit them, so I've sort (l got feedback fmm them. And they 'w 
been really sort l?f lip Oil it and said 'thanks' yeah? 'Callse I meall, (Jlle 
l?f the guys works in a fast-food place and I was gelling free chip.\· alld 
chickenfor ages, so it must haw been alright! ". (Gary) 

"Now I mean, I've liked doing it because I know al the other end how 
much they appreciate YOIl. I've had people ringing me up the following 
day and saying, I'm really grateflll ". (Salim) 

" 'Cause I've also seen some 011 the slreel later and they say 'oh thallks 
so and so '. Then you know you ','e beeJ/ alright. I mean, its a he/ping 
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hand, you can't really do that much, its a helping hand but its limited. 
We're not professionals". (Anwar) 

The latter comment implies that the role of the volunteers is inevitably restricted when 

compared to that of duty solicitors, who are the other main group permitted access to 

suspects. It was therefore important to consider why the volunteers, and thus the 

HOAS, were appreciated by suspects if they were unable to fulfil the important function 

of offering legal advice. 

The significance of the volunteers' role is explicable with reference to the BOAS 

as an optional coping strategy for suspects. The suspension of liberty, and resulting 

isolation, which characterises police custody was frequently referred to by both the 

volunteers and the custody officers. A sense of isolation, and associated vulnerability, 

was attributed to two inter-related factors. First, the suspect's enforced isolation from 

any person who is not a police officer was noted. Second, the suspect's dependence on 

the custody officer to maintain contact with the outside world was also understood to be 

significant. 

"They just need to speak to somebody, or anybody, who's not a police 
officer. Just to, you know, just to talk to somebody, because it can be a 
stressful situation. Everybody would agree to that at some stage". (Sgt. 
Grant) 

"I think that, on the bottom line, they've been successful because 
another person has gone there. So, the person arrested has known that 
they're not forgotten". (Nabeel) 

The issue of trust under-pins these references to the suspect's isolation and vulnerability. 

For both the custody officers and the volunteers, the nature of police custody inevitably 

ensures that suspects have no choice but to entrust custody officers to act in their best 

interests and to respond to their requests. As a result, the volunteers' role reduced any 

sense of isolation by providing evidence that custody officers had fulfilled the 

requirements of their duties. The following volunteers described how a call-out was 

successful simply because they repeated the reassurances of custody officers. 

"When I saw her she was really, you know, tense and really unhappy 
andfrightened, you know. So, I relieved a lot of that off her. 'I'm here 
now and we '/I try and get you out as soon as we can '. And I told her 
what the policeman told her. You know, she's not been in trouble 
before, they '1/ probably just caution you. So, a lot of that anxiety's 
taken out". (Amjid) 
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"Me saying, you kllow, dOli" Won}', although Ihere was ,\'ol11e1hillg '0 
worry about (Ialfgh.\) You telld 10 ,\'(~V that dOll't you, dOli" worry? 
He'd seen a so/ic.:i/or alld that right alld I thillk it helped, you kllOW, 
Then you kllow that YOll're doillg alright, YOll're doillg sOl11ething ", 
(Anwar) 

Thus, for the volunteers, the HOAS represented a coping strategy by reducing the sense 

of isolation and perceived vulnerability of suspects. 

In fact, this lack of trust among suspects was understood to extend to other 

criminal justice agencies. For example, the custody officers acknowledged how the 

volunteers' role differed from that of legal representatives specifically because their 

independence from the police was unquestionable. 

"To see sOl11ebody who's got more l?/ their illterests, more ill/ere,\', ill 
them really, / slfppose, thall a legal ,\ystem that's, well it depellds Oil 

their perceptioll I suppose, bllt somehody who's hopefully seell as 
independent l?fthe police, who call assisllhem", (Sgt. Davies) 

"/ think its just sati.~factioll (!f milld that they 'l'e gol ,WJmehody else other 
than police or a legal representative ", (Sgt. Lamb) 

"Colltact with the olltside world other Iholl er so/ic.:itor hecalfse allhough 
they are, allY persoll's thal ullder arrest, is elltitled to visits, i/s at our 
discretion. / 'm (rfraid that, the way that our accommodatioll blocks are 
set out, wejllsl call1lol slIpervise a visit so they dOli" get them, n,e ollly 
COli tact we allow is a pholle call alld a solid tor alld therefore a 
volunteer from the pn?jec.:t is olle way l?/ overcomillg that", (Sgt. 
Bingham) 

The inability of volunteers to otTer legal advice was thought to be of little importance as 

their role was ditTerent from yet complementary to that of the solicitor, Whilst being 

demonstrably separate from the criminal justice process, volunteers were understood to 

fulfil more adequately the solicitor's subsidiary role as both trusted link to the outside 

world and provider of accurate, practical information. 

This was confirmed by the volunteers who described a call-out as successful if 

they accessed information which may not otherwise have been readily available to or 

accepted as accurate by suspects. Again, volunteers were asked how they decided if a 

call-out had been successful. 

"!f its someone who~\' he en locked up for a IOllg time, {f I gel some 
answers from the cIIstody sergeallt, whell they'll he illteniewed, when 
they'll be released. YOIl commullicate that to the people lI'ho are 
detained there alld they wo1l1d appreciate that, hecause they dOli" 
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normally get these answers. So, if I get the right answers for them, 
honest answers ". (Khalid) 

"Say like about four years back, there were nothing like this that were 
set up. So, now its a good thing. If people got locked up four years ago, 
they didn't know what were going on at the station. They had no contact 
outside to tell them what were happening, right? Whereas, if somebody 
got locked up inside now, they'll know what's happening 'cause we can 
go and visit them and make sure they've not been beaten up or 
anything ". (Lewis) 

The final remark of the latter's response introduces another important issue 

which was instrumental to the custody officers' understanding of the scheme. For the 

officers, volunteers fulfilled a useful symbolic function in confirming that the rights of 

black suspects in particular are not abused whilst in police custody. The following 

response succinctly summarises this understanding. 

"Now what it seems to do, is ensure the non-white people are treated 
fairly and squarely. We would say, from the other side, that they get 
treated fairly and squarely anyway. So, it does come back to 
perceptions. You say, well look, the perception of the black community 
is that we, that if they come into police detention and get treated 
unfairly and anything, that can sort of allay or improve the perception. 
Its the crux of the matter really". (Sgt. Burton) 

However, as was demonstrated in Chapter Four, there existed a strict division between 

the understanding of police officers, who regarded the relationship between black people 

and the police as a perceived problem, and the volunteers who maintained that it was a 

real problem. Within the specific context of police custody, the different understanding 

of the two groups is acutely evident. The volunteers' understanding precluded 

challenging perceptions as a primary function of the scheme. Rather, they argued that 

the HO AS protects the rights of black suspects precisely because the custody officers 

cannot avoid scrutiny. 

"At the end of the day, you're still making a note of it. The 
information's still coming back here and that. The police still know 
you've come out. Its still keeping that little check isn'l it? There's still 
that little check element on it". (Anwar) 

"I think that the police actually knowing that there's groups like this 
around, it makes them actually be careful in how they conduct 
themselves as well, with the people that are detained", (Charlotte) 
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In this sense, the HOAS was thought to provide a means of policing the police. The 

volunteers' interpretation corresponded with that of a study which examined police 

accountability. The authors concluded that the police can only behave in ways that are 

regarded as unacceptable if their behaviour remains hidden (Jones, Newburn & Smith, 

1994). The HOAS therefore represents an opportunity for volunteers to both observe 

directly the work of the custody officer and ensure that this work is carried out in 

accordance with the codes of practice. 

As a result, both the custody officers and volunteers agreed that black suspects' 

experience of isolation and vulnerability whilst in police custody is likely to be different 

from that of their white counterparts. Again, the issue of trust was integral to the 

understanding of both groups because they agreed that a lack of it inevitably 

characterises the experience of black suspects. 

liThe whole thing's to try to put them at ease by bringing somebody 
similar to them in, and if its just another white face, I think you're just 
likely to upset them more ". (Sgt. Samways) 

liThe thing is, they've probably got somebody from their own, well a 
non-white background who is there to make them feel better ". (Sgt. 
Burton) 

11 They feel at risk, especially if they've been detained They do feel that, 
I don't know, that being black, they're at a disadvantage et cetera, et 
cetera. And its nice for them to be able, if they want that type of help, 
then they can phone BlP and it makes them feel more at ease, that 
they're not being set up and things like that ". (Alison) 

Their responses clearly demonstrate that 'race' was understood to have meaning during 

the custody process specifically due to the wider social context of police-black relations. 

Black suspects were thought to bring to the situation of police custody a lack of trust 

based on an understanding that their rights in particular are likely to be abused. 

However, although the volunteers regarded this understanding as justifiable, the custody 

officers rejected its validity. 

The section has therefore demonstrated that the custody officers' 

acknowledgement of the usefulness of the HO AS was confined within the boundaries of 

their presented role. This resulted in a significant tension between their understanding 

that the distressing experience of police custody is more acute for black suspects and 

their insistence that 'race' has no meaning in the custody process. As a result, the 

officers' presentation of their role as neutral upholders of the law was extremely tenuous 
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due to their acknowledgement of a scheme incorporating an explicit aim to challenge 

processes of racialisation. Thus, how could the custody officers legitimately argue that 

'race' has no meaning in the custody process when they agreed that the experience of 

black suspects is different to that of their white counterparts? The final section provides 

an answer. 

5.S Racialisation and the custody process 

Without exception, the custody officers maintained that the HO AS is 

unjustifiable even though they acknowledged its specific use in reducing the experience 

of isolation and vulnerability for black suspects in particular. At the end of the 

interview, each custody officer was asked if they regarded the HOAS as necessary. The 

following comments are representative of their responses. 

"Why do we need it? Somebody must have thought there was a need/or 
it in order to set it up in the first place. I personally can't see 0/ any 
need, nothing like that. I think it just sort of segregates people when we 
just want everybody to be tret the same". (Sgt. Morris) 

"No, in the true answer, not really. I would say if it was open to 
anybody that came in here then it would be more beneficial but, as I say, 
that's not a racist view, its simply the overall view 0/ the people that 
come in here. If they could do with just a little bit more assistance in 
general, they ring their friends or get a solicitor to do it". (Sgt. Lamb) 

The custody officers' view that the HOAS is unnecessary consisted of three general 

arguments, each of which stemmed from their particular perspective of law and order. 

First, they argued that the role of the volunteers simply repeats the tasks performed 

routinely by others. Second, they agreed that a spirit of self-help prevails among 

suspects. Third, they insisted that the scheme amounts to special treatment for black 

people and is therefore unjust. 

Each of these arguments will now be considered in order to highlight further 

how the officers' understanding ignored the vastly unequal relationship of power which 

exists between themselves and the suspects in their care. Thus, this section will explain 

how the custody officers were able to argue that 'race' has no meaning in the custody 

process when they also acknowledged that the experience of black suspects is different 

to that of white suspects. The evidence presented will support the argument that police 
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custody is racialised due to the unequal power relations between custody officers and 

black suspects. 

The officers were keen to stress that suspects receive a number of important 

services according to their particular needs. 'Appropriate adults' for both juveniles and 

suspects with learning difficulties were consistently mentioned. 

"I mean, put it this lWO', l?f the people who come ill here, there lire 1I11 

Cflvful lot l?f people that do get the (?ffer (?f help, which is not (?fficial, 
and skin colour doesl1 '1 come into it. fOil know, Ihere 's plenty l?f people 
who YOII look at, you think, he l1eed\' more thall a solicitor, We 'w Kot 
appropriate adults, {f they're slow Oil illtelliKence, we've Kot social 
services, {f there's kid\' involved", (Sgt. Clarke) 

"We've got, we can call out, they get solicitors, YOII know, they gel 
appropriate adults for jllveniles or whatever. Or they could Jun'e 
someone notified that they 're here who takes all illtere . .,t in their we~fare, 
that killd l?f thing. There are many thinKs ", (Sgt. Burton) 

Significantly, the officers did not mention the fact that, in these circumstances, the 

presence of an 'appropriate adult' is a statutory requirement. Failure to comply with it 

almost certainly results in the dismissal of the case when it comcs to court. In contrast 

to the HOAS, custody officers cannot exercise discretion in deciding whether. or not, to 

request this type of assistance. The officers also referred to solicitors as thc most vital 

source of support for the suspect. 

"And really. all they're wllnting is their .mlidlor, 171ey wallt h'Kal 
advice. The ollly person that ClllI really help them ", (Sgt. Morris) 

"'All I walll is my .'iOlicilor· alld, hy righls, Ihe solicilor will lelllllt'l11 
what's happelling al1yway. Bill Ihey still plume Cl .mlidlor he{·(lIIse. ClI 
the el1d (?f the day, the .mlidtor ' . ., got .ml11e standing ill law. 'lIU! Ulad 
.llIstice worker haslI 'I". (Sgt. Burton) 

It was, however, demonstrated in the previous section that the oflicers understood 

solicitors to be potentially less trustworthy than a BOAS volunteer due to their integral 

role as part of the criminal justice process. This meant that, in highlighting the apparent 

lack of necessity for the scheme, custody officers contradicted their acknowledgement 

that it did have its uses. As a result, there existed a marked tension between the 

officers' adherence to their particular perspective of law and order and their revealed 

understanding that black suspects are likely to experience a specific, racialised sense of 

isolation and vulnerability whilst in police custody. 
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Essentially, this perspective allowed little space for acknowledging the unequal 

relationship of power that exists between suspects and officers. It precluded the 

opportunity to acknowledge that the custody officers' work involves a process of 

interpretation and decision-making determining if, how and when the assistance of 

various third parties is requested. Thus, it ignored both the resulting potential for police 

custody to be racialised and the wider context of the problematic relationship between 

black people and the police. This resulted in the conclusion that the role of the HOAS is 

obsolete simply because it repeats the tasks performed by others. 

The same argument was evident with reference to the custody officers' assertion 

that the idea of self-help inevitably prevails for the suspect. The officers were asked 

why suspects have declined the assistance of a volunteer. 

"Because they've been before and they know exactly what the game is. 
And that really does account for the vast proportion of the people we 
deal with, you know, They know exactly what's going on ", (Sgt. 
Burton) 

"'Cause what they're saying is, well I can look after my own rights ", 
(Sgt. Samways) 

"And the person that was under arrest was a member of the BJP and he 
was the one who was on duty , .. so that was, yeah, rather unfortunate for 
him. Had to help himself out. But that's the whole point it comes down 
to innit, to help yourself? ", (Sgt. Clarke) 

The argument that suspects can effectively take care of themselves is highly questionable 

given the tightly controlled environment of police custody. As was explained in the third 

section of this chapter, the characteristically unequal suspect-custody officer relationship 

ensures that the outcome of the custody process is unavoidably determined by an 

officer's management of each case. This means that the demands of operational policing 

inevitably take precedence over and above the rights of suspects. Thus, even for those 

suspects with previous experience of police custody, there are few opportunities to 

implement the idea of self-help to any significant extent. In fact, in terms of the HOAS, 

it means that officers' have plenty of space within which to racialise their management of 

suspects. 

Finally, the custody officers' argument that the HOAS is unnecessary 

incorporated the understanding that 'race' has no meaning in the custody process and is 

therefore irrelevant to the experience of black suspects. In fact, the scheme's apparently 
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preferential treatment of black suspects was thought to contradict their pursuit of 

justice. First, the officers explained how it apparently caused resentment among white 

suspects. The inspector responsible for two of the four custody suites in Sheffield 

outlined his direct experience of their complaints. 

"I have had one white detainee actually comment on it and quite 
strongly. He was very grievous about it because he was present when we 
was explaining the scheme to a black person. And he stamped his feet in 
a questionable manner in so much that he found it discriminatory 
against the white, i.e. him, because he hadn'I ... he wanted to know what 
the volunteer system was, you see, and of course, delicately, we had to 
explain it to him that, unfortunately, it wasn 'tfor him ". (lnsp. Wilson) 

Next, the officers referred to incidents where black suspects were understood to 

be offended by a custody officer's offer to call out a HOAS volunteer. The idea of self­

help was understood to be the most satisfactory explanation for their negative reaction. 

"They realised that, probably, the aims of it were almost demeaning to 
the people. In other words, whites don't need anybody to help them but 
the blacks do. And the implication is that the blacks aren't capable of 
helping themselves". (Sgt. Clarke) 

UThey think that they're being discriminated against. In fact, we've had 
one or two, specially Asians, who are very cut up about it. You know, 
they say well, you know, you're totally implying that I can't look after 
myself, that I'm not intelligent enough to look after myself". (Sgt. 
Pearson) 

Similarly, the following officer succinctly summarised the view that the HOAS 

unnecessarily focuses upon the racialised characteristics of suspects whilst ignoring their 

criminality. 

"You know, just because I'm black, that doesn't make any difference. 
As I say, all I'd want was a solicitor or I'd want legal advice whilst in 
police custody. I don't need somebody else to look after the colollr of 
my skin ". (Sgt. Morris) 

The custody officers' responses are particularly significant in that they incorporated the 

language of racism to make sense of the suspects' rejection of the scheme. Thus, the 

HOAS was thought to be discriminatory because it supposedly implies that black 

suspects are inferior to their white counterparts. This argument reflects a well­

documented strategy used in discourses of 'race' to disguise processes of racialisation 

(Reeves, 1983). 
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Without interviewing a sample of black suspects, it was impossible to determine 

how far the scheme was viewed in such a way. However, the research findings clearly 

show that this interpretation provided useful support to the officers' overall argument 

that the scheme is unnecessary. It deflected attention away from the probability that 

police custody is racialised and so supported the officers' assertion that 'race' is 

irrelevant to the custody process. 

Given the unequal relations of power which characterise police custody, the 

officers' view of the scheme almost certainly influenced the likelihood that a suspect 

requested a volunteer and also that the request resulted in a volunteer being called out. 

For example, it was revealed in the second section of this chapter that officers are able 

to prevent suspects requesting solicitors (see p 145). It was therefore likely that their 

view of the scheme as racist influenced the way in which they informed suspects of the 

service. Again, this meant that the severe lack of call-outs was unsurprising. 

In conclusion, this section has highlighted how the custody officers' assertion 

that the scheme is unnecessary could not withstand the contradictions inherent in their 

argument. In particular, it has revealed that, it was only by ignoring the unequal 

relations of power present in the custody process, that officers could sustain their view 

of 'race' as being irrelevant. In addition to this, it was demonstrated that the officers 

inverted a principle argument underpinning the scheme by insisting that it practises a 

form of discrimination against black people. This, it was argued, is a classic strategy 

used to deny or detract attention from the significance of processes of racialisation. A 

combination of unequal power relations together with the custody officers' particular 

racialisation of the scheme provided strong evidence to suggest that police custody is 

racialised. 

5.6 Conclusion 

In keeping with other studies of police custody, those by McConville and 

Baldwin (1982) and McConville et al (1991) for example, this chapter has demonstrated 

that the custody process is a continuation of the unequal relationship of power that 

exists at street level between the police and those that are being policed. The crucial 

difference is that this process occurs behind closed doors. The privileged few who are 

allowed access to the custody suite and its suspects are confronted with an environment 

controlled by police officers in favour of the operational demands of policing. As a 
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result, the research findings reveal that, more than a decade after the implementation of 

the PACE Act, the role of the custody officer still favours the operational demands of 

policing. 

Furthermore, this has specific implications for black suspects who enter police 

custody amidst the wider social context of problematic police-black relations. The lack 

of trust which characterises this relationship leads to their particular, racialised 

experience of isolation and vulnerability. It is compounded by their relative 

powerlessness when compared to the control exercised successfully by custody officers. 

Thus, the evidence presented here highlights ample opportunity for the custody process 

to be racialised. 

The HO AS therefore potentially fulfils a specific function in addressing this 

unequal, racialised relationship of power. The volunteers' role attempts to challenge the 

authority of custody officers by prioritising the interests of black suspects rather than the 

operational demands of policing. However, it was demonstrated that the aims of the 

scheme were often effectively thwarted by officers who based their objections to it on a 

particular perspective of law and order which excludes the possibility of their partiality 

and discounts the opportunity for officers to racialise the scheme. By doing so, the 

officers ultimately had no alternative but to discount a meaning for 'race' in the custody 

process, despite their significant acknowledgement that black suspects' experience of 

police custody is particularly disturbing. 

As a result, the HOAS was only partially successful in pursuing and prioritising 

the interests of black people. The scheme depended on the active co-operation of 

custody officers and was manifestly unable to overcome the irreconcilable differences 

between its aims and those of the custody process. It was therefore evident that police 

custody represented an unsuitable arena in which to implement the black perspective. 

This chapter has outlined the role of the volunteers together with their 

understanding of the HOAS. It has therefore indicated further their understanding of the 

meaning of 'race' as they participated in the BJP. The following chapter continues this 

important theme of the thesis by presenting a detailed analysis of the volunteers. 
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Chapter Six 

The Black Justice Project's Volunteers 

6.1 Introduction 

Apart from the project co-ordinator, everybody involved with the BJP 

contributes to the organisation on a voluntary basis. As a result, the project's substantial 

body of volunteers is crucial to its effective operation. In particular, the project could 

not operate a twenty-four hour HOAS without the volunteers' contribution. The value 

of this voluntary work was recognised by both the co-ordinator and the volunteers 

themselves. 

"The volunteers, at the end of the day, are the heart of the project. 
Without them the project wouldn't function and we could do things like 
the seminars, the information pack but we couldn't operate the HOAS, 
right, not as successfully as we have done". (Majid) 

"I think a good thing is, its based on unpaid work. So, the main crux of 
it is unpaid work, people wanting to do it,' alld it isn', just black people 
that are doing it, its across the board". (Gary) 

Chapter Six represents a policy-related, comprehensive profile of these volunteers. It 

complements and presents additional information to that included in the previous chapter 

by examining the reasons given by the volunteers for their voluntary activities. 

In this chapter, there are two central, related aims. The first is to determine how 

far a volunteer culture existed at the BJP. F or the purposes of the chapter, a volunteer 

culture, as defined in the literature review of Chapter One, is the sharing of a group of 

core values which include commitment to the organisation and solidarity with colleagues 

as well as shared perspectives on a range of job-related issues (Gill & Mawby, 1990). 

This will provide an understanding of how the volunteers, from various racialised 

groups, were able to participate collectively in the project. The chapter's second aim is 

to examine the significance of the volunteers' racialised identity to their voluntary 

activities. Both aims are designed to determine the importance of 'race' as they 

participated in the project. 

It will be argued that a volunteer culture existed at the project only to the extent 

that the volunteers assumed a sense of affinity with other participants. This was centred 
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around an assumed affinity with other black people and presupposed an essential, black 

racialised identity. Thus, the volunteers' solidarity and shared understanding was based 

on an appreciation of the black perspective which was not, as outlined in Chapter Three, 

straightforwardly adopted by the project. Despite the necessary components being 

present, there was, in fact, no developed volunteer culture centred around the job­

related objectives of the project itself. The chapter suggests reasons why a volunteer 

culture remained under-developed and, furthermore, why its development would have 

threatened the project's careful management of image. 

The chapter is divided into four main, inter-related sections. Section 6.2 

introduces the BJP volunteers by examining the extent to which they shared similar 

social characteristics. It reveals that the volunteers were extremely diverse in this 

respect and that, as a result, there was no immediate evidence to suggest the likely 

formation of a volunteer culture. The third section explores the relevance of the 

volunteers' racialised identity to participating in a black voluntary organisation. It 

reveals that their racialised identity did not straightforwardly influence their decision to 

volunteer. This arguably militated against the formation of a volunteer culture. 

However, this section also reveals that the majority of volunteers shared an 

understanding that their racialised identity contributed in some way to the decision to 

volunteer. 

In Section 6.4, the decision to volunteer is considered further by examining the 

diverse reasons given by volunteers for their participation. It is argued that benefiting 

others did not have to be an initial reason for volunteering in order for volunteers to 

appreciate the apparent value of the BJP. Thus, if it was not clearly related to their 

decision to volunteer, the meaning of 'race' to the project's aims and objectives became 

evident as the volunteers participated. Finally, the recruitment and retention of 

volunteers is discussed in Section 6.5 in order to examine further the restricted 

development of a volunteer culture. 

This chapter is a useful introduction to the final chapter in that it explores issues 

related to the racialisation of identity and the meaning of 'race' more generally. 

6.2 The main social characteristics of the BJP volunteers 

This section explores the extent to which the propensity to volunteer for the BJP 

is related to an individual's specific social characteristics. It presents data to support the 
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argument that the volunteers were extremely diverse in this respect. Three main social 

characteristics are examined. First, the volunteers' educational background is analysed. 

Next, the socio-economic status of the volunteers is assessed and, finally, the extent to 

which their voluntary work for the project was an extension of their current or 

prospective employment is determined. The research findings presented here are 

significant because diverse social characteristics militated against the likelihood that 

volunteers would share similar job-related perspectives in a way which potentially 

contributed to a sense of solidarity and, ultimately, the formation of a volunteer culture. 

The data collected clearly demonstrate differences in terms of the educational 

background of the volunteers. For example, the volunteers were divided between those 

who had either acquired, or were currently studying for, a university degree and those 

who had not. The following table demonstrates that sixteen (54%) of the volunteers 

interviewed were graduates or undergraduates. 

Graduates Undergraduates Total 

Law 4 3 7 

Other Subjects 7 2 9 

Total 11 5 16 

Table 6.1 The volunteers' level of education. 

The table also shows that seven (23%) of the volunteers were either graduates or 

undergraduates in law. This is significant because. due to the nature of its aims and 

objectives, the project was understood to provide valuable experience for law students. 

The volunteers were asked why they decided to volunteer for the project. 

"First of all, it was because I was a law student. It was to get some sort 
of practical experience. I was finding it difficult getting like summer 
vacation work and stuff like that so it was baSically practical 
experience". (Diana) 

Thus, in relation to their overall number in the general population, graduates and 

undergraduates were disproportionately represented among BJP volunteers. In terms of 

policy, the research findings suggest that universities are excellent potential recruiting 

grounds for volunteers. This supports one of the recommendations of the 'Make a 

Difference Team' which identified universities as a possible source of volunteers in its 

volunteering strategy for the UK (Make a Difference Team, 1995). 
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However, the table also indicates that almost half (46%) of the volunteers were 

not educated to this level. Thus, although there is a relationship between level of 

education and the propensity to volunteer for the BJP, a clear majority of volunteers did 

not share this characteristic. As a result, the evidence suggests that the volunteers did 

not share similar job-related perspectives based on a similar level of education. 

This was also the case in terms of the volunteers' socio-economic status. Those 

volunteers in employment can be divided according to whether they were from a middle 

or working class background. However, among the volunteers classified as middle 

class, there were significant differences in type of employment. For example, eleven 

(37%) of the volunteers were in professional or managerial positions. 

Employment Position No. of Volunteers 

Probation officer/Social worker 3 

Teacher 1 

Trainee solicitor 2 

Project co-ordinator 2 

Senior administrator 1 

Sales office manager 2 

Total 11 

Table 6.2 Volunteers employed in managerial or professional positions. 

This means that the remaining fifty three per cent of volunteers, classified as middle 

class, were not managers or professionals. In fact, they ranged from a recruitment 

consultant to a self-employed retailer and wholesaler. Thus, by classifying the majority 

of volunteers as middle class, significant differences in their employment backgrounds 

are disguised. In addition to this, one volunteer was employed as a manual worker and 

two were unemployed. This means that a further ten per cent of volunteers had a 

working class socio-economic status. It was therefore unlikely that volunteers shared 

similar job-related perspectives based on a similar socio-economic background. 

Previous empirical research has indicated that a middle class socio-economic 

status is an important general indicator of the propensity to volunteer. However, 

researchers have considered it to be less important for black people than it is for whites 

(Hedley & Davis-Smith, 1992). The research findings presented here question this 

conclusion because, in the case of the BJP, being middle class did in fact greatly increase 
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the propensity to volunteer. Ninety per cent of the volunteers were classified as such. 

Again, this has policy implications for the recruitment and retention of volunteers in that 

it cannot be straightforwardly assumed that black people from a working class 

background are more likely to volunteer than their middle class counterparts. This 

means that other factors, such as the type of voluntary work, must be taken into 

consideration when predicting the social characteristics of potential volunteers. 

Furthermore, the research findings reveal that community and social work 

featured significantly in the current employment of the volunteers. This is important 

because it indicates that the propensity to volunteer for the BJP increases if an individual 

is employed in an area which reflects its aims and objectives. Table 6.3 indicates four 

key, relevant areas of employment in which volunteers worked. 

Employment Position 

Advice worker/Careers advisor 

Community project worker/co-ordinator 

SociallY outh worker (includes part-time) 

Legal professionlLaw-related work 

Total 

No. of Volunteers 

2 

4 

9 

5 

20 

Table 6.3 Current employment of volunteers which reflects the project's aims and objectives. 

Each of the four areas of employment listed in the table reflects the stated aims of the 

project to advise people of their legal rights and to provide practical help and advice if 

required. Thus, the service provision and information function of the project was 

familiar to two-thirds of the volunteers as a direct consequence of their employment 

position. 

It was inevitable that the work of the majority of volunteers included in Table 6.3 

involved contact with young people in general and young offenders in particular. This is 

significant because available statistics indicate that the project's HOAS 

disproportionately serves suspects below the age of thirty. For example, the project's 

annual report of 1994/95 stated that 60% of suspects were below the age of twenty-five 

and a further 20% were below the age of thirty. The following comments highlight that 

young people were one connection between the current employment of volunteers and 

their work for the project. 
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"I'm currently involved in a group football team that plays from about 
aged twelve. I'm also in the process of setting up a working group 
around provision for young Afro-Caribbean people that live in the city. 
Also, because quite a few people know the sort of work I do (advice 
worker), I tend to do things that way". (David) 

"Through my experience with working with young people, I decided to 
come out and put some more into it, like more work ... I'm also a 
volunteer worker for Bamardos and I'm also a volunteer worker for 
probation, I do a lot of prison visits as well". (Lewis) 

Finally. seven (23%) of the volunteers explicitly stated that their decision to 

volunteer was also related to their prospective employment in one of the areas included 

in the above table. The propensity to volunteer is therefore influenced by both current 

and prospective employment. The following remarks are representative of these 

volunteers' comments regarding their reasons for volunteering. 

"One, because I wanted to do some voluntary work to get me into social 
work". (Alison) 

"It was to get into youth working, to get in and help the youngsters". 
(Jabir) 

Additionally. the category of 'legal profession and law-related work' is connected to the 

research finding that seven of the volunteers were graduates or undergraduates in law. 

This meant that, in total, eleven volunteers (37%) had some form of vocational 

association with the criminal justice process. These figures are relevant in that they also 

support the research finding that the propensity to volunteer is strongly connected to 

either a person's current or prospective employment. 

However, it must be stressed that there is a vast amount of difference between 

the work, and related socio-economic status, of, for example, a youth worker and a 

solicitor. As a result, although the propensity to volunteer increases in this manner. it 

does not indicate that volunteers shared similar job-related perspectives based on their 

current or prospective employment. 

In summary. it was clear that the propensity to volunteer for the BIP increases 

according to three main criteria; being a graduate or undergraduate, having a broadly 

middle class socio-economic status and being. or aiming to be, employed in an area of 

work which reflects the project's aims and objectives. Despite this, it has been argued 

that there were significant differences between the volunteers included in these 

categories as well as between those volunteers included in and those excluded from 
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them. As a result, the volunteers were still extremely diverse in terms of their social 

characteristics and were unlikely therefore to share job-related perspectives based on a 

similar level of education, socio-economic status or current or prospective employment. 

Thus, due to this diversity, the social characteristics of the volunteers did not increase 

the likelihood of the formation of a volunteer culture. The potential formation of a 

volunteer culture is considered further in the following section which outlines the 

relevance of the volunteers' racialised identity to their decision to volunteer. 

6.3 The relevance of racialised identity to the volunteers' decision to volunteer 

This section investigates the extent to which the racialised identity of the 

volunteers influenced their decision to volunteer for both black organisations in general 

and the BJP in particular. It begins by assessing the propensity to volunteer for either 

mixed or black voluntary organisations. The research findings presented indicate that 

the volunteers were, again, a diverse group in this respect and, as a result, suggest that 

racialised identity is not a straightforward indicator of a general propensity to volunteer 

for a black organisation. The section then considers the significance of racialised 

identity to participating in the project. It reveals that seventy-five per cent of the 

volunteers understood their racialised identity to have played some part. The 

implications for the possible formation of a volunteer culture are considered. 

Nine (30%) of the volunteers were participating in or had considered 

participating in specifically black organisations and interest groups. The following 

comments are from volunteers whose voluntary activities included black projects only. 

"I do go to a meeting. its for black women's sexual abuse forum, That's 
very new and hasn't really settled yet but I '/l be very hoping that giving 
me a lot of work around black women who 've been sexually abused who 
are isolated really", (Marie) 

"I worked previously, I don't now but some time ago, I also went on a 
by-road expedition to Pakistan seven years ago .. , that's what really got 
me more involved in it you know .. , the person that arranged that trip 
also had some other projects going, For example, in the area I live in 
particular there's a major drug,,,;' problem, lip in (area with a large black 
population) and they were writing a report trying to get some funding to 
do some research in that area and try to look more into drugs related 
problems in that area, So, it seemed as though they could do something 
about it and I had a lot to do with that project tt, (Anwar) 
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Similarly, the volunteers were asked if they had considered volunteering for any other 

organisations. The following volunteers revealed a particular interest in black issues and 

community initiatives. 

"My consideration is on the Afro-Caribbean section of things because 
they are very under-represented in several areas. Most of my time is 
spent in the cleaning industry and I want to branch out more into that 
side of things, to get a clearer picture ", (Veronica) 

"There's lots of things I'd like to volunteer for but the problem with, I 
mean I like the volunteer work that I do and like that everybody else 
does, but the problem is with the types of voluntary work that people 
from black communities get involved in, is always work that should be 
provided for through central fimding, through central agencies ", 
(Richard) 

However, a further thirteen (43%) of the volunteers participated in or had 

considered participating in mixed organisations. As a result, the volunteers by no means 

demonstrated an increased propensity to volunteer for a black organisation. These 

volunteers referred to their current involvement with mixed organisations. 

"I'm also a volunteer worker for Bamardos and I'm also a volunteer 
worker for probation. I do a lot of prison visits as well", (Lewis) 

"I work at a community centre, Basically, I work at two community 
centres just doing community work and recently I've been involved in a 
drop-in project and that involves working with young people of around 
school leaving age. And what I do is support them in getting onto 
training courses and filrther education and also general advice work as 
well", (Kevin) 

In addition to this, mixed organisations also featured among the organisations that 

volunteers had considered. 

"If I didn'l work full time, I would get involved in other things and I 
guess the Samaritans is an example because I actually enquired about it. 
And there's lots of other things, you know, like victim support for people 
who have been burgled, and all sorts of things like that", (Caroline) 

"Yes, the special constabulary. I've not done it. I wanted to do it but, 
you know, I ~poke to a lot of people and they didn't think it was a good 
idea ", (Ali) 

Thus, volunteering for the BJP did not indicate a more general tendency to participate 

solely in black voluntary organisations. The research findings therefore suggest that 

there is no clear relationship between having a black racialised identity and volunteering 
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for black organisations only. The remainder of the section considers if this meant that 

the racialised identity of the volunteers did not significantly contribute to their decision 

to volunteer for the project. 

It must be stressed that four (13%) of the volunteers interviewed were 'non­

black'. Of these, two classified themselves in racialised terms as white British. They 

were not asked if their racialised identity contributed to the decision to volunteer. With 

hindsight, a question regarding the significance of being white would have been 

appropriate in that a white racialised identity potentially contributed to their decision to 

participate. Only a tentative conclusion regarding the significance of this factor can be 

inferred from the interview transcripts and, as a result, these volunteers are excluded 

from the research findings presented below. The remaining two described themselves as 

having an Irish racialised identity. The significance of their racialised identity to the 

decision to volunteer was assessed. 

Seven (25%) of the twenty-eight volunteers were categorical that their racialised 

identity was a significant contributory factor in their decision to volunteer for the 

project. The following replies are from volunteers who were asked if being black played 

any part in their decision to volunteer. 

"Oh yeah, definitely. / mean you wouldn't he involved ill a IJI'(!iecllike 
that, basically you've got black communities' interests at heart and that 
is the bit what played the biggest part in me volunteering, for doing 
something like that "0 (Caroline) 

"/ thinkfor me it had everything to do with being black, especially w,hen 
you're talking about the criminaljustice ,\ystem ", (Richard) 

For these volunteers, their racialised identity was central to their participation. 

A further fourteen volunteers (50%) referred to their racialised identity as a 

contributory factor. In fact, their racialised identity was understood to be the obvious 

criterion for volunteering. First, the volunteers described how they regarded their 

voluntary work as helping to challenge the various processes of racialisation which 

result in negative experiences for both themselves and other black people in relation to 

whites. This meant that their racialised identity enabled them to appreciate the value of 

their potential contribution to the project. 

"/ think yeah, partly because (?f being black myself, because like black 
people tend to be under-repre,,,ented and they also get the raw end (?f the 
deal, And Ifeel that I need to do something positive 10 make other black 
people feel that their being looked outfor ", (Anne) 
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"I think basically what it was, the fact that the project is a Black Justice 
Project. Its specifically designed to help black people or Asian people 
who are maybe under-represented in these areas. People who can most 
relate to them, who are similar to them, who understand what they're 
going through and, therefore being an Asian or black, obviously its the 
criteria, that's the obvious criteria ". (Amjid) 

Second, the volunteers argued that, by being black, the project had been formed to serve 

both their interests and that of their families. In this sense, volunteering signified a 

reciprocal relationship because their contribution to the project was understood to help 

secure support for themselves, if ever required. 

"I think it did It did in the way that this is orientated, aimed at ethnic 
minorities and black people. So, it involves me, don '1 it really, in ways 
to help blacks ... so, the project's really to help me. So, I'm just putting 
my little bit into that and all". (Anwar) 

"As a black person, it would interest me because I mean my family 
obviously, through one way or another, have had dealings with the 
police and the only support they had was their family. There wasn't any 
legal support, professional support, so that interests me as well. So, 
obviously that a.\pect is important". (Diana) 

All of the above responses reveal that the volunteers articulated an assumed 

sense of affinity with other black people both within and beyond the project. Thus, the 

project was thought to serve both themselves and people like them. In keeping with the 

black perspective, as defined in Chapter Three, this view incorporated the notion of an 

essential, black racialised identity that excludes whites. This understanding is reflected 

in the volunteers' third main argument that their racialised identity was significant as it 

increased the likelihood that they would be aware of the project's existence. For these 

volunteers, white people were presumed to be excluded from learning of the project. 

"It has played a part because I were told about the project by the co­
ordinator ". (Matthew) 

"I suppose, if I was white, I wouldn'l have even heard aboul it. So, 
that's another thing 'cause, I mean, white people wouldn'l even know 
about the scheme anyway because its not on offer for them ". (Ross) 

This meant that, in total, twenty-one volunteers (75%) understood their racialised 

identity to have had some influence on how and why they came to participate in the BJP. 

With regards to facilitating the formation of a volunteer culture, this research finding 

suggests that these volunteers, at least, shared a perspective which acknowledged a 
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symbolic affiliation with other participants based on an assumed, shared black racialised 

identity. 

However, seven (25%) volunteers explicitly stated that their racialised identity 

had no relevance to their decision to volunteer. This suggested a different perspective 

to that of the majority of volunteers. 

"No, that wasn't why I volunteered at all. I volunteered because I 
thought that it was for a good cause and I liked the sound of it, what 
they were doing. But it wasn't related to me being Asian". (Lata) 

Jabir: No, because obviously, the basic aim was to go into this 
volunteering job because of getting into the community, irrespective of 
my colour I think. I don't think that came into it at the time. 

JB: So, you're talking about community in a general way, the Sheffield 
community? 

Jabir: That's right. It was to get into youth working, to get in and help 
the youngsters. (Jabir) 

Despite insisting that their racialised identity played no part, each of these seven 

volunteers articulated aspects of the black perspective. For example, it became clear 

that Lata's reference to a 'good cause' was an acknowledgement that the BJP considers 

the specific needs of black people. She explained how the project aims to address the 

oversights of mixed organisations. 

"It is because sometimes other organisations can', cater for their need\' 
and its the black organisations themselves that sometimes can relate to 
the need\' of people from the ethnic minorities", (Lata) 

Thus, despite dismissing a meaning for 'race' in terms of their personal reasons for 

volunteering, 'race' was significant as they participated in the project. As a result, an 

assumed sense of affinity with other black people was evident even among these 

volunteers. 

The volunteers therefore acknowledged a symbolic sense of affinity among black 

people based on shared interests and a common purpose. This either contributed to 

their decision to volunteer for the BJP or was recognised as being an important aspect of 

the project's aims. Importantly, the volunteers' responses reflected the black 

perspective and thus an understanding that black people share an essential, black 

racialised identity. This indicates that the volunteers' decision to participate was not 

centred on the project's job-related objectives. Rather, it reflected a broad orientation 

towards the project's general aim of challenging racialised inequalities. Thus, there was 
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little evidence to suggest the likelihood of a developed volunteer culture in this respect. 

The following section explores this argument further by examining in detail the various 

reasons why the volunteers decided to participate in the project. 

6.4 An analysis of the various reasons why people volunteered for the BJP 

It is important to consider why the volunteers decided to volunteer for the BJP 

because the various reasons given provide useful information regarding how they 

interpreted the meaning of 'race' as they participated. In particular, exploring the 

perceived benefits of volunteering helps to determine further the volunteers' 

understanding. Importantly, it also helps to determine if the decision to participate was 

centred on either the project's job-related objectives or a broad orientation towards 

challenging racialised inequalities. Thus, the reasons given by volunteers for their 

decision to volunteer are relevant in assessing the likelihood of the formation of a 

volunteer culture. 

The volunteers gave a variety of reasons as to why they decided to volunteer for 

the project. Overall, these reasons referred to either benefits for themselves or benefits 

for those that they help. In fact, it was common for volunteers to give more than one 

reason. Nineteen (63%) of the volunteers referred to a combination of the two kinds of 

benefit. The aim of this chapter is to provide a detailed explanation of these benefits and 

to discuss critically how far they revealed a racialised understanding of the project. 

Accordingly, the volunteers are assigned to one of four groups corresponding to 

a scale from the most to the least altruistic. Group one includes ten volunteers (33%) 

who agreed that their sole motive for volunteering was to benefit those who the project 

seeks to assist. The second group is composed of nine volunteers (30%) who agreed 

that their motives for volunteering were based on potential benefits for both themselves 

and the people they help. A further ten volunteers (33%) stated that they benefited in 

terms of furthering their personal goals and development, although they acknowledged 

that the people they help benefit as well. This group therefore refers to volunteers who 

had a specific personal aim in mind when they volunteered for the project. Group four 

includes one volunteer (3%) who stated that the motive to participate was personal 

benefit alone. 

The volunteers' responses were, again, characterised by diversity. As a result, 

the four groups, to a certain extent, create artificially a sense in which their reasons for 
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volunteering corresponded. Thus, it must be stressed that the groups reflect general 

themes arising from the volunteers' understanding and are not, in themselves, specific 

reasons for volunteering. 

The research findings presented below indicate that a common understanding, 

linking the reasons given by volunteers in groups one to three, was that the project is 

both necessary and worthwhile. Overall, the most frequently mentioned reason for 

volunteering was that volunteers were able to meet needs and offer help through 

participating in a worthwhile cause. The volunteers therefore implicitly endorsed the 

project's overall aim to redress the imbalance which results in black people's negative 

experiences of criminal justice. By regarding the project in this way, twenty-nine (97%) 

volunteers in some way included a meaning for 'race' among their reasons for 

volunteering. As will be demonstrated, this also suggests a similar sense of commitment 

to the black perspective, rather than a commitment to the specific job-related objectives 

of the project. 

6.4.1 The altruists 

The most altruistic volunteers were those who primarily identified benefits for 

those that they help as opposed to potential benefits for themselves. This is not to 

suggest that they gain no intrinsic satisfaction from volunteering. Rather, personal 

benefits were never cited as a reason for participating. Clearly, the pre-existing 

knowledge of these volunteers regarding black people's experiences of criminal justice 

provided a strong incentive to participate. The volunteers were asked why they decided 

to volunteer for the BJP. 

"(Its) to do with being aware of issues for black people specifically to do 
with the police and the criminal justice system, and about knowing that 
very often black people get, compared to white people, not as good a 
deal". (Nabeel) 

"I think possibly, at the back of my mind was that, I do believe in the 
very basis of it. The fact that probably ethnic minorities are more likely 
to get pulled lip by police people and there is a certain level of 
discrimination in society, which undoubtedly means the police force as 
well". (Matthew) 

These volunteers clearly articulated a racialised understanding of the project by referring 

to the discriminatory experiences of black people. 
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In addition to this, the most altruistic volunteers referred to personal skills and 

abilities that could benefit the people they assist during the course of their voluntary 

work. The following comments are from volunteers who were keen to emphasise their 

translating skills and relevant experience. 

"I felt it was like a worthwhile cause and I would be helping people. 
And obviously, people have different skills and needs and I've got added 
skills which I felt I would be able to offer". CAnne) 

"I initially worked for the police as an interpreter and I could see the 
problems people faced when they were arrested; and then I started 
working for the solicitors as their sort of interpreter. I left the police 
and I could see from the other side and then, when something like this 
came up, I thought well that 'll be handy, it can help people ". (Wasim) 

6.4.2 The semi-altruists 

As the above quotes indicate, all of the most altruistic volunteers implied that 

they decided to volunteer because they understood the project to be necessary and 

worthwhile. This reason was certainly evident among the second group of volunteers 

who identified both personal benefits and benefits to others Again, the volunteers were 

asked why they decided to volunteer. 

"I got nought to do in my .~pare time so I thought I'd put some in as well 
because there's a needfor it as well ... sometime you need to get to your 
own culture. Not all times, sometimes you can have a mix, but 
sometimes you need to get together. So, like BJP is just BLACK 
JUSTICE PROJECT". (Lewis) 

"There was two reasons. The first reason was, I wasn't working as 
much at the time, you know. I was only doing a few hours a week, so I 
had the time. The second thing was that I felt that generally, amongst 
the Asian or black community, it would be some sort of thing to get 
involved with, you know. The general thing, you know, the BJP, what it 
stood for. We believed it was something of importance, of moral value ". 
(Amjid) 

These volunteers acknowledged how they benefited by usmg their free time 

productively. However, they both emphasised the necessity of the project for black 

people as a significant reason for volunteering. This meant that they also indicated a 

racialised understanding of the project. 
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6.4.3 The semi-self-interested volunteers 

The volunteers included in group three focused mainly on ways in which they 

personally benefit by volunteering for the project. Despite this, the perceived value of 

the BJP was also recognised by these more self-interested volunteers. 

"The reasons to begin with really were really selfish because I was 
thinking, I initially wanted to work, to train, as a probation officer, until 
I started dating a probation officer and she cracked up so.. but then I 
did the training and I got called out, I thought this is quite worthwhile 
and I sort of get a sense of fulfilment when you go out and talk to 
people". (Gary) 

"I think, initially, it was because I'd just graduated and I didn't have no 
job so I needed the experience. I couldn't just sit back and do nothing 
so I had to do something and, once I volunteered for RJP, from there on, 
I liked the kind of going out helping. I felt some kind of a ... at the end 
of the day I achieved something". (Khalid) 

Through participating in the BJP, these volunteers were able to appreciate the value of 

their contribution and, by implication, the value of the project more generally. This 

meant that benefiting others did not have to be an initial reason for volunteering in order 

for them to endorse the project's aims. Rather, the worth of the project became 

apparent as they volunteered. It follows that the perspective of these volunteers became 

increasingly similar to that of the more altruistic volunteers as a direct consequence of 

their voluntary work and that the likelihood of a racialised understanding of the project 

increased due to this tendency. 

6.4.4 The self-interested volunteer 

The solitary volunteer included in group four was distinguishable from the other 

volunteers because he did not agree that the project was necessary or worthwhile. This 

was related to his understanding that the voluntary sector in general is unjustifiable. 

"I didn't believe in volunteering because I thought its just another way 
of, you know, getting things 011 the cheap, right? So, I went to this 
programme that they wanted to train probation officers, they wanted two 
you know out of all South Yorkshire, and I went for the second interview. 
I got through the interview and the woman just turned round and says 
'you're good but YOII 've got no experience in volunteering work'. So, I 

, thought well, you know, if this is the criteria they're looking for, I'd 
better go and volunteer, although it were against my better judgement 
and always has been". (Charlie) 
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The volunteer's explanation suggests that, regardless of the project's aims and 

objectives, he was unlikely to share the perspective of the other volunteers. His 

participation was based purely on self-interest in that he had no alternative but to 

undertake voluntary work if he wished to pursue his career aspirations. This inverts the 

spirit of voluntary work which, by its very nature, is based on a desire to help others. 

Consequently, a volunteer of this kind was an anomaly and it was therefore unsurprising 

that only one volunteer responded in this way. 

In conclusion, the common understanding that united all but one of the 

volunteers in terms of their reasons for volunteering was that the BJP is necessary and 

worthwhile. The project's general aims were understood to reflect an identifiable need 

and, by participating, the volunteers were able to contribute to it. Their perceived 

contribution to the project's aims and objectives was discernible regardless of their 

stated reasons for volunteering. 

HI think knowing that I'm helping people, because I'm involved in the 
legal side anyway, I like knowing that there is something done to help 
black people within the community ", (Lata) 

"To offer my services baSically, the training I've been given, to the 
people out there, YOll just take it for granted that 'cause you know your 
rights everyone else knows them, but they dOll 't you know", (Jabir) 

This understanding was shared by the project's co-ordinator who was also asked why he 

believed his work to be worthwhile. 

"Satisfaction that I'm helping somebody right, helping clients and, when 
we finish a case or when we help someone or advise someone, I mean, a 
lot of people say thank you but quite often its the way they say thank 
you, right, And its almost like, if you look at them, its like we were the 
last resort, They'd been to other organisations and been referred on. 
They'd come to us and we'd helped them out ", (Majid) 

The shared understanding of the volunteers was particularly important because it 

provided evidence that their commitment to the project was based on a symbolic sense 

of affinity with other black people. This reflected a racialised understanding of the 

project's purpose because the volunteers referred to the discriminatory experiences and 

specific interests of black people. Thus, their adherence to the black perspective was 

evident in terms of their reasons for volunteering. 

Again, the volunteers demonstrated a broad orientation towards the project's 

general aim of challenging racialised inequalities, rather than a commitment to the job-
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related objectives of the project itself For example, when explaining their reasons for 

volunteering, none of the volunteers specifically referred to their contribution to the 

effective operation of the HOAS. This militated against the likelihood that a volunteer 

culture existed. The final section explores in greater detail the extent to which a 

volunteer culture existed and suggests reasons why it remained under-developed at the 

project. 

6.5 The recruitment and retention of BJP volunteers 

The aim of this section is to determine the factors which contributed to the 

recruitment and retention of BIP volunteers. It examines critically the extent to which a 

volunteer culture was able to form among the volunteers and, in doing so, highlights the 

informal networks that existed between volunteers both within the BIP and beyond. For 

example, the importance of prior mutual knowledge for the success of informal methods 

of recruitment will be discussed. The evidence presented will be used to argue that, 

although these informal networks indicated common interests and experiences often 

based on membership of a black racialised group, a volunteer culture remained under­

developed at the project. 

Furthermore, it will be argued that the project's training programme and rota 

system provided additional evidence of the likely formation of a volunteer culture. 

However, the section will reveal that the development of a volunteer culture was not 

actively facilitated or encouraged at management level. This served the purpose of 

maintaining the project's self-appointed independent image. Thus, this section reflects a 

central theme of the thesis regarding the project's limited success in operationalising the 

black perspective. Additionally, the following research findings are clearly policy­

related in that they provide voluntary organisations with suggested guidelines for good 

practice. 

The significance of word-of-mouth as a recruitment method has been identified 

in other studies of volunteering (e.g. Jackson, 1985~ Hedley & Davis-Smith, 1992). The 

SIP was no exception in this respect. A key research finding is that word-of-mouth 

represented the single most important method through which volunteers were recruited 

for the project. For example, it became evident that the project co-ordinator was a 

crucial source of new volunteers. Twelve (40%) of the volunteers interviewed first 
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heard of the project through him. The volunteers were asked how they came to be 

involved in the project. 

"I know Majid, I knew him before that, and he actually formed the ElP 
and, if I remember correctly, he actually phoned me and asked if I was 
interested So, that's how I found out ". (Anwar) 

"Well, Majid and myself sort of go WCO' back through college, and also 
we tend to move into work in the community, .\·traight from college, 
university and thell illlo the community. So, Majid knew that I was 
interested in things like that anyway and he left some leaflets about the 
training and the volunteering a.\pe,,·t of it as well". (David) 

In addition to this, a further twelve volunteers (40%) initially heard about the BIP from 

other volunteers who were family, friends or acquaintances. Existing volunteers were 

therefore an important source of new participants. 

"Through my brother, my brother is a volunteer. He got some 
information and he decided that he wants to be a volunteer. So, he told 
me about it. So, I thought well I'd like to do it and I got ill touch with 
Majid". (Charlotte) 

"A friend and colleague basically told me about it and was surprised 
that I didn't know about it already. I just hadn't heard about it, and he 
was sCO'ing he was volunteering". (Nabeel) 

By informing their family, friends and acquaintances, the volunteers and co­

ordinator demonstrated their commitment to the BIP. In particular, the significant 

contribution of existing volunteers further indicated their view that the project is 

necessary and worthwhile. This research finding supports those presented in the 

previous section. Further, prior mutual knowledge increased the likelihood that 

volunteers shared interests and experiences through which a volunteer culture could 

form. 

In total, eighty per cent of the volunteers were recruited solely by word-of­

mouth. This finding suggests that more formal methods of recruitment were of limited 

utility. This has implications for the recruitment policies of both the project and other 

voluntary organisations particularly because the benefit of investing in often expensive 

forms of advertising is called into question. 

For example, the project's original recruitment initiatives included disseminating 

information by participating in newspaper and radio interviews and dispatching posters 

and leaflets to relevant organisations. These accounted for the recruitment of the 
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remaining six volunteers (20%). Of these, three learned about the project through 

posters displayed at local community centres. 

"What actually happened was, I went for a dinner at (the Afro­
Caribbean centre) next door jllst for a change at lunch time and they 
had the posters up in there for volunteers ", (Diana) 

"Well, I think the initial way Ifound 01lt was some posters on the local 
community centre wall saying do you want to become a volunteer for the 
BlP ", (Amjid) 

In addition to this, one volunteer read an article about the project in a local newspaper, 

one learned of the project's existence whilst working at his local citizens advice bureau 

and the other received information from the probation service. This indicated that the 

project's formal recruitment methods of advertising and publicity had some effect 

although their overall contribution was evidently limited. 

Furthermore, the various methods of recruitment successfully adopted at the BJP 

suggest that the volunteers did not actively seek voluntary work. For example, none of 

the volunteers sought information from a volunteer recruitment agency, Rather, they 

unintentionally received information which roused their interest and encouraged them to 

pursue the idea of volunteering. The following comment summarises this tendency. 

"I don't actively go 01lt and seek volunteer work. If something comes 
through my letter box or somebody told me and I like the sound of it, 
then I would. But I don't go out and say I want to be a volunteer for this 
organisation. If something comes up, and I think I'll like it, then I'll do 
it ", (Khalid) 

Overall, the research findings reveal that, for the BJP, successful recruitment 

involved utilising the informal networks which inevitably existed among potential 

participants. Thus, the racialised identity of volunteers was significant because it 

ensured that they had access to one of the networks through which they were more 

likely to be informed of the project's existence. The co-ordinator's efforts are worth 

highlighting in this respect because it was evident that he utilised a network of friends, 

acquaintances and former colleagues as part of the project's recruitment policy. On 

balance, this produced better results than the combined effects of the other, original 

recruitment initiatives. These findings therefore have useful policy implications for the 

recruitment initiatives of black voluntary organisations in general. Having discussed the 
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recruitment of BJP volunteers, the section now explores the reasons for the project's 

high retention rate. 

During the course of the research, the BJP's volunteer retention rate was 

extremely impressive. The project's records indicated that only five volunteers had 

formally left the project since the inception of its HOAS. According to the co-ordinator, 

these volunteers had obtained employment away from Sheffield. Determining the 

reasons for the project's success in this area was useful because of the potential 

implications for the related policies of voluntary organisations more generally. 

A key research finding is that volunteers were likely to know some of the other 

volunteers prior to participating in the project. It was not unusual for volunteers to have 

met existing acquaintances at project training sessions. The volunteers were asked if 

they had known some of the volunteers before participating in the project. 

"I knew some of them and I didn't know they were volunteers until I met 
them and I said 'oh YOIl 're a volunteer as well then', One or two I did 
know fairly alright, YOll know, alld some I knew in the past as well", 
(Amjid) 

"Some of them. A lot of them I didn't know they were involved until I 
actually saw them at the training days ", (David) 

Additionally, volunteers were acquainted due to a mutual association with local 

community groups and other black organisations. This suggested that networks related 

to membership of a black racialised group contributed to the likelihood that volunteers 

would have met before and would share experiences and interests. Furthermore, it 

indicated the significance of racialised identity as a common factor influencing the 

chosen social activities of volunteers. 

"I do actually use the (Afro-Caribbean business centre) for evening 
classes and there are quite a few people down there that I see now and 
again, you know, to say 'hello' to ", (Caroline) 

"There's some I know personally but not like friend." we don '/ socialise 
together, who I probably see through work or places like the Ellis 
community centre where I go (?fien or (the Afro-Caribbean centre) or 
here at the (Afra-Caribbean business centre)", (Marie) 

As the latter respondent suggested, volunteers were also acquaintances as a result of 

their current employment. This provided evidence of another network whereby 

volunteers were likely to share similar interests and experiences. For example, the 

following explanation is from an interview with a probation officer who regularly met 
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BJP volunteers employed by the probation service, as well as other criminal justice 

agencies and the social services. 

"I see quite a few people socially or through work, who I know are also 
volunteers, who I would see anyway, whether they are volunteers or not, 
because we kind of simply move in similar circles", (Nab eel) 

In addition to this, it has already been demonstrated that mutual knowledge existed 

because certain volunteers were family and friends. Again, this is relevant because it 

provides evidence of other useful, informal networks among Sheffield's black 

population. 

However, during the course of their voluntary work, volunteers rarely had 

contact with their counterparts at the project. Their comments highlight the isolated 

nature of volunteering because they reveal how volunteers met only at occasional social 

events and training sessions . 

. , Unless something's organised like the training or the social that we 
had, I don't really see people that l?fien", (Richard) 

"We haven't had a regular meeting where we all get together, There 
have been afew social events, we've had a few, but its not like a regular 
basis. I don't think that would be feasible to be honest ". (Jabir) 

This lack of contact inevitably militated against the formation of volunteer culture 

because there was little opportunity for volunteers to share views and experiences 

regarding a range of job-related issues. 

As well as highlighting the lack of contact between volunteers, the isolated 

nature of volunteering activities suggested that volunteers had little opportunity to assist 

and support each other. This had implications for a volunteer culture because it was 

likely to result in a reduced sense of solidarity. The volunteers were therefore asked if 

they thought that they gave each other help and support. Their responses suggest that, 

although they had to take the initiative in seeking assistance, it was both plentiful and 

reliable. In fact, an informal network of support was discernible at the project. This 

increased the likelihood of solidarity among volunteers and thus the potential formation 

of a volunteer culture. First, the volunteers were confident that they could satisfactorily 

secure the support of other volunteers. They referred to incidents where support was 

forthcoming. 

"I was covering the phone and a person from the police station had 
rung lip. And I could" 't actually get in touch with anybody to go 'cause 
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the man what was on duty was ojf sick. So, I had to like ring round and 
try and get somebody ... but ringing through all the volunteers, they 
were giving me little bits of advice on what to do and so there was quite 
a bit of support. 'Cause I was panicking a bit ". (Charlotte) 

HI remember an occasion when I was on telephone duty and for some 
reason the list that I had didn't have an up-to-date phone number of the 
call-out person. And I phoned Sandra, I think it was, and it was the 
early hours of the morning and I was wondering whether I ought to or 
not ... but it wasn't a problem. She had the number and she found it. 
And it was like three 0 'clock in the morning so, you know, she may have 
been annoyed but she didn't show it at all". (Caroline) 

The project also operated an ad hoc system whereby new volunteers accompanied 

experienced volunteers to the police station. The volunteers acknowledged the ways in 

which experienced volunteers were a source of advice and support in general. 

HI wasn't the first one to actually go out to a call-out so I went along 
with someone else who had already been out. So, then I needed help, 
you know, and asked for it and I got it ". (Anwar) 

"The experienced volunteer workers give the inexperienced ones a lot of 
support sometimes. Telling them what they're expecting when they go to 
the station, sort of advising them ". (Lewis) 

As well as supporting each other, the volunteers were sure that they could 

successfully seek the support of the project co-ordinator. The co-ordinator was 

personally known to all of the volunteers and was understood to be accessible and 

approachable. 

"We can always get help and support instantly, what we need any time, 
through Majid or people who are at the head of the thing. So, it doesn't 
really matter if we don't see the volunteers. We have direct access to 
constant support, you know, so that's never a problem ". (Arojid) 

HI know if I've got any problems I'd ring Majid so, and Majid is a 
volunteer as well himself, as well as being the project co-ordinator. So, 
I'd say yes on that really". (Gary) 

The willingness of the co-ordinator to fulfil rota duties, and therefore adopt the 

role of a volunteer, was frequently mentioned by the volunteers. His evident 

commitment to the project was important because it helped to reinforce its worth and so 

facilitated the general sense of commitment essential to forming a volunteer culture. 

Furthermore, the volunteers' confident expectation of support was crucial because 

dealing with telephone calls and call-outs was potentially difficult and hazardous. A lack 
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of available support would therefore be detrimental to both volunteers and the project 

and would more than likely result in a lower retention rate of volunteers. Thus, an 

informal network of reliable support was significant in contributing to the high retention 

rate of volunteers. 

The project's training programme and rota system were also significant in this 

respect. It was evident that they had the capacity to facilitate the formation of a 

volunteer culture. First, the BJP operated a relatively comprehensive programme of 

training. Prospective volunteers attended two, full-day training sessions in order to 

participate in the project. In addition to this, volunteers were occasionally requested to 

attend training if there were relevant changes to the law or if particular aspects of their 

voluntary work required additional clarification. For example, volunteers attended 

training following the implementation of the 1995 Criminal Justice Act. 

The BJP's training was important because it reinforced to volunteers that they 

were members of an organisation and, accordingly, that they assumed the role of its 

representatives whenever they attended call-outs. It therefore instructed volunteers as 

to how to conduct themselves in an appropriate and responsible manner. The volunteers 

were asked what they had learned from their training. 

"Knowing what you could and couldn't do, especially in the police 
station. 'Cause I think there were some of us that had these grandeur 
ideas about what we were and weren't gOl1l1a do down at the police 
station. And it was important to realise what you can and can't do", 
(Richard) 

"First l?f all, we were tallght what and what 110t to say, YOIl know, 
obviously 1I0t to advise anybody and things like that. So, whereas I 
probably wouldn't have known not to do that ", (Alison) 

Increasing the relevant knowledge of volunteers was perceived to be crucial because it 

provided them with the confidence required to fulfil their voluntary duties effectively. 

This was understood to be particularly important when dealing with the police. 

"It gave me confidence, especially when dealing with this institution 
which can be intimidating. Knowing that I could deal with the situations 
in an assertive, confident way because I have the knowledge to do so. 
Yes, confidence was the most important thing". (Susan) 

HI get confidence because I know my rights, I know what I'm allowed to 
do and I kllow what I'm allowed to say. I also gain a certain amount of 
confidence in dealing with those institutions that are very well barraged, 
for want of a better term". (Diana) 
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This was vital in protecting the interests of the project because it minimised the 

possibility that volunteers behaved in ways that were detrimental to its progress and 

reputation. Training therefore represented an initiation whereby volunteers learned how 

they could contribute to the project's aims and objectives. Thus, it facilitated the 

adoption of a shared perspective and engendered a sense of commitment to the whole. 

An essential message conveyed to volunteers was that the project was serious 

about its work and therefore dedicated considerable resources to a comprehensive 

training programme. For example, it hired trainers of a high standard to conduct the 

training sessions. Without exception, the volunteers considered the trainers to be a 

strength of the project. 

"They got the message across quite well, as well, and it wasn't boring 
either. It was quite interesting. I mean it was, I wouldn't say intense, 
intense is not the right word It seemed it was at a nice pace and you 
just, well I retained it anyway so it must have been OK". (Gary) 

"They came across very well and they explained things that we didll't 
understand, they explained things in detail. I was quite impressed with 
them". (Veronica) 

The volunteers' commitment to the project was further reinforced because the training 

demonstrated that their contribution was both valuable and valued. It emphasised the 

ways in which volunteering for the project was worthwhile. As a result, the training 

facilitated the formation of a volunteer culture because it engendered a sense of 

solidarity and pursuit of a common goal. 

In addition to this, the project's rota system also contributed to the formation of 

a volunteer culture. The rota was compiled on a weekly basis by the co-ordinator who 

telephoned volunteers to ask if they would like to contribute to the following week's 

volunteering duties. This ensured that volunteers determined the extent of their 

voluntary activities and therefore were flexibly committed to the project. 

"So, and the other thing is, its not as much commitment. You're not 
committed where YOll feel that right that its, I've got so much for this 
month or week or whatever, hut its 110t that. So, its flexible. You call 
volunteer for the day or for the week or for the hOllrs or whatever ... So, 
[ pick and choose really hetween what suits me, which is quite good, and 
[ think that's one of the reasons why a lot of the volunteers are still on 
the programme ". (Amjid) 
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The ability of volunteers to choose helped to secure a high retention rate because they 

were unlikely to leave the project due to unacceptable expectations regarding the extent 

of their voluntary activities. The volunteers also understood the rota system to be well­

organised. Again, this reinforced the sense that volunteering for the project was 

worthwhile. 

HI think, such as the rotas and that, all those things, I think its really 
good because like Majid'll probably phone me on the Friday or say 
Saturday and say there's some duties going for next week, do you feel 
like being on duty, yes, the rotas are in the post to you. You know, its 
very organised". (Alison) 

It was mentioned above that the co-ordinator's willingness to participate in the 

rota system helped to reinforce the volunteers' enthusiasm for the project. In terms of 

effective organisation, his contribution ensured that the system operated satisfactorily. 

Hence, the volunteers were reassured that they contributed to a professionally managed 

project. 

"The way I see it, I mean Majid. I know he worked hardfor it and that's 
the reason I think its worth being part of that organisation ". (Khalid) 

In summary, the project's high retention rate was attributable to three factors, 

each of which facilitated the formation of a volunteer culture. First, the significance of 

networks was evident. These included the informal networks that existed between 

volunteers aside from BJP activities as well as the informal network of support that 

existed within the project. Second, the project's training represented a useful, relevant 

initiation and, third, the project's rota system took into account the nature of 

volunteering as a limited commitment whilst demonstrating the project's effective 

organisation. They combined to increase the likelihood that volunteers were committed 

to the BJP and shared both a sense of solidarity and similar perspectives on a range of 

job-related issues. 

However, despite the evidence presented in this chapter of the presence of a 

volunteer culture, there is also substantial evidence to suggest that it remained under­

developed at the project. In fact, although all of the main components of a volunteer 

culture were discernible, their influence was extremely muted due to a notable lack of 

positive reinforcement. This meant that the project's high retention rate was not 

indicative of a weB-established volunteer culture. 
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First, the volunteers' direct involvement with the project was extremely limited. 

It has already been demonstrated that flexible commitment contributed to the project's 

high retention rate. However, limited involvement is different from flexible commitment 

because it refers to a distinct lack of volunteering activities and related contact with the 

project. It was usual for volunteers to have no contact with the project for several 

months at a time. For example, volunteers rarely had cause to visit the BJP's offices. 

During the course of the research, the administration requirements of the project were a 

constant concern for the co-ordinator. Despite this, the assistance of volunteers was 

never requested. The volunteers believed that their skills and expertise were under­

utilised by the project. 

David: Its like there is far less contact at the project with volunteer 
meetings and all of that. I know there are meetings from time to time 
and I know not everyone's able to attend. It might also be useful if we 
do a bit more seminars and things, publicise the thing even more by a 
more or less hands on approach. 

JB: Some of the volunteers have said they don't feel they're being used 
enough. 

David: Well that's my complaint as well. 1 think, with the experience 
1 've got, 1 could be used more, not only to be sat around waiting for a 
phone call. (David) 

Similarly, the volunteers explained that undertaking regular rota duties was no 

reliable indicator of being an experienced volunteer. For those fulfilling telephone 

duties, calls to the project were extremely irregular and, for those undertaking call-out 

duties, requests for their assistance were even rarer. 

"1 would have thought, possibly, the reaction to it might have been 
higher. Perhaps, when I was amwering the phones, 1 would expect to 
get a minimum of a couple of phone calls a night. So, sometimes when 
you're four weeks down the road and you've only had one call, you think 
well this isn't right ", (Matthew) 

"The only thing I thought there'd be much more, we'd be really like, 
more involved, We'd get a lot of calls, it would be really busy .. , but its 
the opposite of that to be honest ", (Amjid) 

The reasons for this situation were discussed in Chapter Five. However, it is important 

to note here that the volunteers' desire to meet needs and offer help through 

participating in the BJP remained only partially fulfilled due to a lack of practical 

activities. Additionally, the lack of volunteering activities also helps to explain the 
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project's high retention rate. It was unnecessary to leave the project formally when 

voluntary activities were few and far between to the extent that volunteers had the 

option of never committing themselves to rota duties. 

In addition to this, following the training, group activities were extremely 

irregular and were always optional. From a practical perspective, volunteers were sure 

that occasional group activities were useful. They were asked if it was important to 

meet from time to time. 

"I think it is, its quite useful because we call share experiences and talk 
about problems and it broadens your horizons", (Wasim) 

"Yeah, ju.\'t to bounce a few ideas off each other et cetera. You know, 
just try and develop it and, {f there's anybody's had problems, it just 
gives you a chance to air it ". (Pam) 

The volunteers consistently mentioned the need to share ideas and experiences at 

meetings. However, meetings were never arranged for this purpose. Volunteers either 

met at training sessions or social events. It was evident that neither of these provided an 

adequate opportunity to discuss issues related to their experiences of volunteering. 

Thus, the volunteers' informal network of support was never formally encouraged or 

reinforced by those at management level. 

Furthermore, the volunteers agreed that it was essential, from a symbolic point 

of view, to see themselves as part of a group. This was understood to facilitate a sense 

of belonging. 

"I think if you know Y01l belong to something a lot bigger, then its ... I 
think purely from a social point of view, then if everybody's doing the 
same thing, you must all have a similar way of thinking or a similar set 
of principles, morals or whatever you like. So yeah, I think its very 
important, it keeps morale up If. (Peter) 

"I think its useful to be able to ~pot some of the other volunteers on the 
street as a volunteer and I suppose that has something to do with being, 
as identifying yourself with part of the group, the project". (Diana) 

However, a persistent sense of isolation evidently endured. One of the volunteers' main 

criticisms of the project was that they received little information about its activities and 

remained unaware of its progress. The volunteers were asked to think of ways in which 

the project could be improved. A common suggestion therefore related to increasing the 

amount of information received by volunteers. 
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"After every three months, if they sent a bulletin out to all the volunteers 
telling them exactly what has been done, how many cases have been 
reported or just sending them a case out, a case that they'd come across 
and telling them how it had been dealt with. Its always nice to read 
about a difficult situation that arises and how its handled". (Lata) 

The following volunteer described how the BJP compared unfavourably in this respect 

with another organisation for which he volunteered. 

"You have once, every two weekly meetings, you know. You sit down, 
you talk, you discuss things, you know, and you have newsletters, 
minutes of the last meeting. Everybody gets them so you're keeping in 
contact on what's happening. So, in that re.\pect, you feel more of a 
part of it. Whereas this, you jllst feel that oh its just something I'm 
doing". (Charlie) 

The project's failure to provide regular information to volunteers meant that it also 

failed to reinforce a positive sense of group identity. It therefore restricted the extent to 

which a volunteer culture was able to form. 

"I don't know a lot about the project. I suppose I expected at this stage 
to know more but I mean, I think as a volunteer, I do feel quite on my 
own. You know, once a month I do my stint. I suppose one gap is kind 
of lack of feedback about, you know, how often do people go out and 
stuff like that. Then I'd have a sense of liS as a body. So, in that sense, 
I don't have a sense of project as an identity as such". (N abeel) 

It became clear that the project's management committee contributed directly to 

the lack of a positive sense of group identity. The majority of volunteers had not met 

any of its members, remained unaware of its composition and doubtful of its overall 

contribution to the project's progress. This meant that a sense of group solidarity and 

commitment to the project was not reinforced at management level. The following 

comments were among the most critical. 

"The management committee has, I think, has pretty much let the 
project down, YOII know. They don't attend meetings, they didn't even 
have the decency to tllm lip at the early stages of the project so we could 
see who the management committee was. We didn't know who they 
was H. (Richard) 

"At firsl, I thought it was diabolical and absolutely terrible, and I still 
haven 'I got a high opinion of them. But we don't really get minutes 
from the management committee wryway, so I'm not exactly sure if 
they've improved So, it'd be wrong for me to say they're as terrible as 
they were before, but they were terrible ". (Gary) 



Black Justice Project's Volunteers: 195 

Furthermore, volunteer representation at management committee meetings was 

considered desirable by all relevant parties. However, despite the HOAS commencing in 

June 1994, volunteer elections were not held until December 1995. More than eighteen 

months therefore lapsed before the volunteers were given any opportunity to represent 

their views formally and contribute to the project's decision-making process. Following 

the elections, two of the elected volunteers obtained employment outside of Sheffield 

and one was appointed assistant co-ordinator at the project. For reasons discussed in 

Chapter Three, the other representative was prevented from attending meetings. This 

meant that, by January 1997, none of the elected volunteers had attended a committee 

meeting. Again, the volunteers' involvement with the project remained restricted and, as 

a result, the likelihood that they experienced a sustained sense of isolation increased. 

It is important to note that the project's apparently limited commitment to 

facilitating the formation of a volunteer culture served a useful purpose. If the 

volunteers were more actively involved with the project, both in terms of fulfilling 

voluntary duties and contributing to its decision-making, they would have had greater 

opportunity to assess the extent to which the project had the potential to meet its aims 

and objectives. In particular, they would have been in a better position to determine if 

the project fulfilled the requirements of the black perspective. Their understanding that 

they participated in a necessary and worthwhile cause would inevitably have been tested. 

Essentially, the volunteers could have established if and how far the project 

maintained its independence from statutory organisations. This meant that they would 

have had the opportunity to discover the tension between the project's self-appointed 

independent image and its restricted ability to sustain it on closer inspection. As a result, 

it was in the project's interests not to actively facilitate the formation and maintenance 

of a volunteer culture. 

In summary, although the main components of a volunteer culture were apparent 

among the BIP volunteers, it remained severely under-developed and was therefore of 

restricted utility. Despite the project's high retention rate, the formation of a volunteer 

culture was not actively encouraged. In fact, doing so was against the project's broader 

interests because it potentially jeopardised the successful management of its image. 
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6.6 Conclusion 

The research findings presented in this chapter have revealed that there was not a 

sustained development of a volunteer culture at the BJP. First, broad similarities 

between the volunteers in terms of social characteristics and reasons for volunteering did 

not disguise their diverse backgrounds. Second, the presence of the necessary 

components for the development of a volunteer culture failed to ensure its development 

due to a lack of required support at management level. 

Thus, a volunteer culture only existed to the extent that the volunteers 

acknowledged a symbolic sense of affinity among black people based on shared interests 

and a common purpose. This meant that the volunteers' decision to participate reflected 

the black perspective and the corresponding understanding that black people have in 

common an essential, black racialised identity. It revealed that the volunteers' racialised 

identity did, in fact, contribute to their decision to volunteer by encouraging a general 

orientation towards the project's aims. Further, it revealed how volunteers from a 

variety of racialised groups were able to participate collectively in the project. 

It was demonstrated that the project's informal network of support, as well as its 

training programme and rota system, engendered a sense of group solidarity and 

commitment to specific job-related objectives. However, this remained under-developed 

and, as a result, the volunteers were isolated and did not have a strong sense of group 

identity. This served the purpose of sustaining the project's self-appointed independent 

image. Essentially, the volunteers were given little opportunity to discover the tension 

between the management committee's presentation of image and the project's reliance 

on statutory organisations. Thus, they did not question the project's adherence to the 

black perspective. 

In fact, the under-development of the volunteer culture ensured that the 

volunteers' assumed affinity with other black people was never called into question. 

Their lack of contact with both the project and each other meant that they did not have 

cause to consider how the project attempted to pursue the interests of various black 

racialised groups. In addition to this, potentially conflicting interests and perspectives 

arising from the volunteers' diverse backgrounds remained hidden. Paradoxically, this 

meant that the an under-developed volunteer culture increased the likelihood that 

volunteers would continue to participate in the project. 
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This argument is extended in the final empirical chapter which investigates how 

far an assumed affinity with other black people corresponded with the volunteers' 

understanding of both processes of racialisation and their racialised identity. Thus, the 

assumptions underlying the black perspective will be examined critically. 
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Cha pter Seven 

Racialised Identity: A Sociological Understanding 

7.1 Introduction 

As has already been established, the BJP provided a site for the exploration of 

important sociological questions regarding the racialisation of identity. The aim of this 

chapter is to combine the main related themes of the thesis by examining the volunteers' 

understanding of the meaning of 'race' within the general context of their everyday 

social lives. By doing so, the chapter will highlight further the tenuous nature of the 

black perspective and will thus present additional evidence to suggest that the project's 

efforts to operationalise it were inevitably fraught with difficulties. 

This chapter therefore explores the various dimensions of racialised sameness 

and difference which the volunteers identified as being in some way significant to their 

racialised identity. It investigates how these dimensions operate at four separate levels. 

First, it examines how they were understood to function within a particular black 

racialised group. Next, Section 7.3 outlines how the volunteers described them with 

reference to different black racialised groups. In Section 7.4, a comparison is drawn 

between black and white, negatively racialised groups and, in Section 7.5, black 

racialised groups are compared with an apparent positively racialised white majority. 

The chapter draws on studies of ethnicity within social anthropology and 

demonstrates how these can be applied usefully to the study of racialised identity. It is 

argued that, at each level, a racialised boundary exists to signify who is included and 

who is excluded according to the criteria used to define the relevant racialised group. In 

. fact, it will be demonstrated that each boundary necessarily implies a process of both 

group identification and categorising others. However, the chapter also explains the 

distinction between a core and peripheral identity and argues that the former is based on 

group identification whereas the latter results from being categorised. 

Consequently, this chapter will challenge critically the post-modernist tendency 

to focus on constructed differences, and thus diversity, at the expense of investigating 

the importance of similarities. It will also argue that post-modernists have over­

emphasised our capacity to choose a social identity and will show instead, usmg 
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racialised identity as an example, that it is the result of processes of accommodation, 

negotiation and transformation. 

A central objective of this chapter is to demonstrate that the inclusive term 

'black' represents one dimension of racialised identity arising from social categorisation. 

It is argued that it is a weak symbol signifying an optional community of interest only 

and cannot compete with stronger, more ascribed symbols signifying a community of 

culture. As a result, it is necessarily and inherently a peripheral identification. By 

essentialising the experience of not being white, it questionably prioritises the signifier of 

skin colour as the key to the construction of racialised sameness and difference. 

Equally, it homogenises simplistically the experience of being white and assumes an 

associated, common collective experience. Thus, this chapter explains why the inclusive 

term is used by the project legitimately whilst explaining simultaneously why it is 

conceptually and theoretically untenable. 

It must be stressed that, although the chapter concentrates on dimensions of 

racialised sameness and difference as sources of meaning, it also reveals that they have 

consequences in terms of encouraging and perpetuating racialised processes of 

economic, political and social exclusion. For example, it is argued that a peripheral 

identification with a particular racialised group by no means indicates a concomitant 

influence on an individual's life circumstances. 

7.2 Within a black racialised group 

This section explores the construction of racialised identity within any particular 

black racialised group. It begins by focusing on perceived similarities and then continues 

by exploring the internal differences identified by the volunteers. 

According to Stephen Cornell, collective identity varies continuously along three 

dimensions: shared culture, shared institutions and shared interests (Cornell, 1996:265-

89). In this section it is argued that the first two of these three dimensions are acutely 

evident with reference to the volunteers' understanding of the similarities which unite 

members of a particular black racialised group. They will be explored in turn in order to 

demonstrate how each significantly contributed to the volunteers' understanding of what 

they share with other members of their specific racialised group. 

Further, this section provides the background to the argument developed further 

in subsequent sections that membership of such a group creates a core identity based on 
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group identification. A core identity is one that is thought to be of immediate and 

enduring significance for individuals in their everyday social lives. Thus, a shared 

culture and shared institutions are integral to important processes of identity formation. 

The distinction, made by Richard Jenkins, between group identification and social 

categorisation is useful here because it highlights the research finding that, by defining 

themselves in such a way, the volunteers emphasised internal self-identification as 

opposed to external categorisation by others (Jenkins, 1996:23). Thus, primarily and 

significantly, the volunteers identified themselves as members of an internally 

constructed and defined racialised group. 

First, the volunteers defined their particular racialised group with reference to a 

shared community of culture. By this, it is meant that members participate in a symbolic 

system of norms and values based on a shared cultural heritage which can include 

language, religion, country of origin, music and food. Membership of a community of 

culture is not calculated or planned. Instead, it is purely a matter of life and lifestyle 

circumstances. This means that the racialised boundary separating one group from 

others is relatively fixed and, as a result, movement into and out of the group is very 

limited. The volunteers were asked if they understood themselves to belong to a 

particular community and, if so, what brings this community together. The following 

quotes are from volunteers who referred specifically to a shared cultural heritage. 

"Probably the language. The fact that we speak the same language or 
we're all from the ."jame country. That in itself brings liS together, and 
religion ". (Lata) 

"I think that Pakistani communities in particular, you know our culture 
and that, we're more closer really I think". (Anwar) 

"Culture, language, origin. That's it, isn'l it? ". (Wasim) 

The importance of country of origin was articulated effectively by the following two 

volunteers who used the infamous measure of the cricket test to explain their 

predominate affiliation with Pakistan and Jamaica respectively . 

. 'Now, if say there's cricket and England are playing Pakistan, then I'll 
support Pakistan because that's where I come from but if England are 
playing New Zealand then I '/I support England 'cause its the country I 
have the most ties with ". (Jabir) 

"If the West Indies are touring, I'm shouting for the West Indies. I 
don't apologise for that, that is the situation. But, if other UK matches 
are going on, I'm rooting for England ... I do consider meself British 
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yeah, but, at the end of the day right, because of my Jamaican heritage, 
and the African heritage as well, and the sort of upbringing I got from 
my parents as well right, I look first toward., Jamaica". (David) 

Interestingly, none of the Asian volunteers referred to the same aspects of culture as the 

African~Caribbean volunteers when describing what brings members of their racialised 

group together. Therefore, the following quotes are representative of those volunteers 

of African-Caribbean origin only. 

"Music and food. Seriously, that's what I think it is, music and food". 
(Gary) 

"I, for example, am deeply in10 reggae music yeah, and I like me soul as 
well, but I don't have anywhere to go in Sheffield, as in night-clubs, to 
hear that sort of music. So, I tend to either come here (Africall­
Caribbean community centre) on a Saturday night or sometimes I go to 
the blues. We tend to like the same things so ... ". (David) 

As a result, a community of culture was understood to bind members of a particular 

racialised group together by providing the common ground of a shared identity. For the 

volunteers, this group identification was achieved through the recognition of diverse, 

shared symbols such as musical styles, food types and familiar symbols of national 

identity and pride. 

Next, it is clear that the idea of an institutional community featured regularly in 

the volunteers' description of their racialised group. Cornell used a narrow conception 

of institutions as follows. 

"To be high on the shared institutions dimension means that members of 
the group participate in a common and more or less exclusive set of 
institutions through which they attempt to solve life problems" 
(1996:270). 

These institutions can be both formal and informal organisational mechanisms. In fact, it 

is arguably preferable to refer to an institutional community as a community of support 

because it provides a useful strategy for coping in a social world where particular 

racialised groups encounter specific problems and difficulties. The volunteers' 

understanding suggests that it is often a response, and thus a challenge, to the racialised 

conditions created by others. However, there is no reason to suggest that a community 

of support exists solely for this purpose. The volunteers described it as both a formal 

and informal network. The following volunteers were asked what brings their 

community together. 
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"Well, we all have the same problems, social problems, welfare 
problems, money problems, you know. The thing that's getting us 
altogether is discussing our problems and, you know, we can see the 
chance where we can help each other". (Veronica) 

"Its mainly around the struggle, that's one of the words that comes to 
mind One is sharing the similar problems and so we find we sort of link 
together as a mutual support set-up ... I went on a black access course, 
quite a few us went on it, and we sort of keep that support straight 
through to university ". (David) 

For those volunteers of Pakistani origin, a community of support also included the idea 

of a spatially distinct community in which kinship networks are of considerable 

importance. 

"Its a community where they've always lived together, they stay close 
together, they don't believe in separation, you know. Your son could get 
married and he might want to go and live in his own house but his 
parents would love him to stay at home with his wife ... they believe in 
sticking together and, you'll find that in a lot of areas, a lot of Asian 
people who live close by, they're all related. There's cases where 
there's a streetfilll 011 both sides of}ust relations". (Ali) 

Thus, an institutional community complements a community of culture in that it provides 

further common ground of a shared identity. This is based on group problem-sharing 

and -solving and reflects a spirit of mutual support. 

Inevitably, this type of community incorporates shared interests but these are not 

what helps to keep the group together. When asked about their particular racialised 

group, the volunteers did not describe a community of interest. In short, they did not 

refer explicitly to sharing a distinctive set of purely positional interests. Rather, they 

referred predominately to cultural heritage and support networks as the key sources of 

group identification. Thus, using Cornell's typology, individual black racialised groups 

are high on culture and institutions and low on interests. 

In fact, it is important to stress that the volunteers were keen to highlight the 

differences which they understood to frequently divide members of the same racialised 

group. As a result, shared culture and institutions are no straightforward indicators of 

shared positional interests. For example, the following volunteers indicated differences 

in social class and age as sources of division. 

"I'm sure that there's quite a lot of black Caribbean.." of Afro­
Caribbeam', who would not identify with me at all and I'm sure there 
might be some who think I'm the most appalling snob, No honestly. I've 
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had, they tell it like it is and so I tend to have this accent or ,\'omething, 
so they don't ident{fy with me ". (Diana) 

"I think the younger generation are more likely to ,"'peak out than the 
rest II the older generation The older ones want to just leave it and 
they just want the least trouble as possible, YOlt know, anyagro, they just 
don" want it. They think, ~f they keep quiet, they won't come across it 
but we're not like that". (Anne) 

In addition to this, lifestyle differences were also cited as another significant way in 

which members of the same black racialised group are divided. 

"As with white people, or any other cultllre, there's a d(fference. We 
cOllldn't all come together, its totally d(fferent. You've got the very 
religious A/m-Caribbeans who probably wouldn '( understand why the 
guys are selling the drugs. So, there's a big d(fferem.:e .. there's still 
sections in the community ". (Marie) 

However, none of the differences identified by the volunteers affect the racialised 

boundary which denotes who is included in and excluded from a particular black 

racialised group. Membership was not understood to be determined by characteristics 

such as social class, age and lifestyle. Thus, such differences do not lead to movement 

across boundaries. As a result, these identified differences do not atTect the central 

research finding that similarities based on cultural heritage and mutual institutional 

support characterise racialised group identification. 

On the basis of the volunteers' understanding of what constitutes their particular 

racialised group, it appears that the project's inclusive use of the term 'black' is of 

extremely limited utility. It does not denote either a community of culture or a 

community of institutions and cannot therefore signify group identification. From this 

perspective, the criticisms of its inclusive use, as outlined in the review of the literature 

in Chapter One, appear to be well-founded. For example, the term disguises the cultural 

heritage of both the African-Caribbean and Asian volunteers. Thus, having established 

what unites members of a particular black racialised group, it is pertinent to consider 

how unity is possible between various black racialised groups. This is the aim of the 

following section. 
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7.3 Between different black racialised groups 

The volunteers at the project were unanimous in their assertion that, whilst 

fulfilling their voluntary duties, they regarded themselves as serving members of all of 

the black racialised groups in Sheffield. The following quotes are representative of their 

comments . 

. 'No, I'm not protecting the interests of other West Indians, I'm 
protecting the interests (?f any, well, non-white person that need~' help. 
It doesn't matter what race they are". (Pam) 

"Yeah. I represent all. I'm not jllsl representing black Afro-Caribbeans. 
I'm representing black people overall .. I would" 'I jusI discriminate 
against someone because, although they mighl be black, they're a 
different ethnic minority group to myself". (Anne) 

This indicates a perceived identification with members of black racialised groups other 

than their own. The aim of this section is to explain how, when they explicitly identified 

with a particular black racialised group, the volunteers were able to regard their 

racialised identity in this way and thus accept the inclusive use of the term 'black'. 

The key to explaining the volunteers' understanding lies again with the 

distinction between group identification and group categorisation. The latter is 

constructed and defined externally by others. This means that individuals who belong to 

a racialised category do not choose to be members because, instead, membership is 

delineated for them, without their consent. As was established in Chapter Three, the 

volunteers understood a crucial racialised category to exist at the level of the binary 

opposition black-white. 'Black' was primarily thought to be meaningful to describe a 

common collective experience of being categorised as not white in a social world where 

whiteness is constructed as the norm and thus has a privileged status. 

"For me, black is anybody who isn'l while and we all have a common 
experience in our oppression. It comes in different forms, you know". 
(Richard) 

"That all boils down to them not being white. At the end of the day, 
that's where the similarity comes into it and its got to be a big similarity 
because Britain, the way Britain sees anybody that's not white". 
(Alison) 

"It brings people together ill terms of street level. When you say you 
meet another black, Afro-Caribbean or Asian, even Somalis or anything, 
I think you tend to have this re.\pect. I think they go through the same 
thing we go through kinda ". (Khalid) 
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In addition to this, whiteness was understood to assume a privileged status because it is 

commonly regarded as being synonymous with Britishness. Individuals who are not 

classified as white cannot therefore be classified as being British. 

"I'm sure they (the d~fferent black group.\) have things in common. 
That's almost guaranteed because essentially, whether they're born here 
or not, they're treated essentially as being as not from this country". 
(Diana) 

"/ think, (f you're white and British, then people look at you and say 
you're British. !fyou're black and British, people say you're black and 
you're living in Britain and / think that's the d{fference ". (Gary) 

Thus, in defining 'black' as a form of social categorisation, the volunteers 

prioritised the racialised signifier of skin colour. This, in turn, indicated another, 

seemingly impermeable, racialised boundary separating all white people from those 

racialised groups who cannot be described phenotypically as white. The problematic 

nature of this perceived boundary is explored in the next section but, for now, it is 

adequate to acknowledge its significance in explaining the legitimacy of the inclusive 

term 'black'. 

This use of the term is best explained as denoting a community of interest. 

Members who belong to this type of community are united predominately on the basis of 

a set of perceived positional interests rather than a shared cultural heritage or 

institutional support network. As the volunteers explained, external racialised 

conditions rather than internal characteristics provide the impetus for unity. 

Consequently, shared membership of either a community of culture or an institutional 

community is unnecessary. Unlike these forms of community, a community of interest, 

based on an inclusive use of the term 'black', is a calculated, formal response to the 

negative conditions to which 'non-white' people are subjected. It is inherently 

conditional and is always crucially dependent on the nature of racialised relations in the 

wider social world. 

The volunteers therefore argued that members of both African-Caribbean and 

Asian racialised groups can create a form of unity purely as a result of their shared 

experiences of not being white. Essentially, unity represents a means through which 

they can address the unequal relations of power that were understood to benefit the 

white majority at the expense of the black minority. In the specific context of the BJP, it 
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was thought to be helpful in challenging processes of racialisation present within the 

various, predominately white, criminal justice agencies. 

"Its simply because when you do actually go on visiting you don't see it 
as its going to be a Pakistani or Asian or say Jamaican or even 
Somalian. YOll say 'black '. Its more like black people against the, 
helping black people against the police. Its just the way it is, its like a 
pure white organisation ". (Khalid) 

"Sometimes it makes you quite mad because you think, well, it would be 
easier to put them together to get the white people out and that, you 
know". (Alison). 

The inclusive term 'black' therefore denotes a specific dimension of racialised 

identity. This dimension is based solely on a perceived difference between black and 

white people regardless of their membership of particular racialised groups. It in no way 

suggests that all 'non-white' groups have anything in common but their experiences of 

racialised exclusion from the privileged white majority. It simply reflects an optional, 

pragmatic response to one set of racialised circumstances. Thus, the racialised groups 

subsumed under the inclusive term 'black' are high on shared interests and low on 

shared culture and institutions. This was summarised succinctly by one volunteer. 

"We either are black or H'e're African-Caribbean alld Asian ". 
(Richard) 

It is a peripheral aspect of racialised identity specifically because it indicates a political 

position only. It is distinguishable from core aspects of racialised identity which include 

a cultural and social position as well. The volunteers stated clearly key differences 

between the different racialised groups subsumed under the inclusive term 'black'. For 

example, the following volunteers identified cultural differences as a source of division. 

"We're separate for the simple reason: Muslim is Muslim. Like, I don't 
think I could go in a mosque, they wouldll't let me for a start. And 
things what we do they wouldn't do it. Like, they don't go dancing. I go 
dancing, I ain't no Jesus, yeah? I go dancing and I drink me beer and I 
have me time, you know what I mean? But that's where we come 
different like". (Lewis) 

"I think, in one sense, its a lot harder for them because of the linguistic 
differences. That makes them stick together more and the religion YOIl 
know, Asian people, like a lot (?f Asian people's religion is a way of life, 
such as Muslims, whereas a lot of black people its Christianity. You 
know, that kind of thing". (Alison) 
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In fact, some of the volunteers referred to the likelihood that social relationships 

between particular black racialised groups and white people are more evident than 

comparable relationships between different black racialised groups. 

"I'd say West Indian people mixed more with white people than with 
Asians really", (Charlie) 

"It's interesting that there are more overlaps between whites and Asians 
and Afro-Caribbeans and the whites. There's very little overlap between 
say Afro-Caribbeans and Pakistanis", (Jabir) 

This understanding succinctly highlighted the limited similarities between the various 

black racialised groups. 

It also revealed that 'black' is a weak symbol because, rather than representing a 

number of key racialised similarities which are integral to an individual's racialised 

identity, it conceals important racialised differences. Even negative processes of 

racialisation were not thought to be experienced uniformly across the different racialised 

groups. Instead, specific groups were described as being racialised in particular ways. 

"We've got our differences haven't we? Black people are more or less 
muggers and drug pushers, and whatever else, and the Asians are 
scroungers and whatever else, taking all our jobs. So we're all to blame 
for something but we're all to blame for different things", (Marie) 

As a result, in terms of the volunteers' understanding, the BJP's legitimate use of the 

term 'black' is restricted to reflect exclusively the significance of 'colour' discrimination 

as a particular dimension of racialised discrimination more generally. It represents a 

political community of positional interests rather than a community of culture or 

institutions. The following quotes are representative of the volunteers' understanding. 

"The Black Justice Project is black in the political sense that its 110n­
European, non-English. So, everyone belongs to the BJP that isn', 
English". (Lata) 

"I think black's OK as a politicallerm as in anybody who's not white ", 
(Marie) 

It must be stressed that, although the volunteers accepted the broader term 

'black' in a political sense, they in no way endorsed its conflation as an analytical or 

theoretical category. Instead, they questioned the legitimacy of adopting the term to 

describe accurately any racialised group. 
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"There's 110 black language, there's 110 black religion, there's no black 
clllture, there's no black land. It doesn'l exisl. For me its just another 
tactic to detach liS evel1fllrther/rom ollr roots ". (Richard) 

"Someone's either g0l1l1a say to me Paki or black Paki to me. They're 
nol gonna say brown or anything bllt saying that, I don't know, I've 
never seen myse(flo be black, itsjllst the way I think". (Anwar) 

This meant that 'black' was thought to be acceptable only if and when they choose to 

define themselves as such. It is useful as a means of engendering a collective response 

but it is reprehensible if it is used to reinforce the racialised status quo. Paradoxically 

then, processes of racialisation were thought to be challenged by adopting a term which 

represents an important source of racialised inequality. The black-white binary 

opposition is acknowledged and mobilised in an effort to effectively overcome it. 

Significantly, the volunteers' understanding demonstrates that racialised identity 

is always negotiable and open to transformation. However, the extent to which 

individuals are able to choose their racialised identity is inevitably restricted due to the 

unavoidable inter-play between group identification and social categorisation. In short, 

even if individuals wholly reject the term 'black', it does not follow that they will no 

longer be categorised as such. 

In terms of its use by the BIP, the inclusive definition of the term 'black' was 

therefore understood to be the basis for a form of collective resistance to the racialised 

categorisation imposed by others. Thus, it was thought to be a response to the unequal 

power relations whereby any individual who cannot be classified as white is apparently 

subjected to similar processes of racialised exclusion. However, it was noticeable from 

the volunteers' responses that this use of the term implicitly discounts the interests of 

negatively racialised groups which are categorised as being white. This omission is 

explored in the following section which analyses critically the volunteers' associated 

understanding. 
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7.4 Between black racialised groups and white, negatively racialised groups 

The aim of this section is to establish conclusively that the racialised boundary 

which separates people according to the signifier of skin colour serves to mask the 

heterogeneous nature of blackness and whiteness. Thus, the boundary is of extremely 

limited utility and its existence is, ultimately, tenuous. It will be argued that referring to 

a white majority makes as little sense analytically as referring to a black minority. Thus, 

a central argument of the thesis will be reinforced by illuminating further the fragile 

nature of the black perspective adopted by the project. 

Within the context of the BJP, the position of white, negatively racialised groups 

was explored with specific reference to the Irish. This group was chosen because the 

project explicitly claimed to incorporate the interests of Sheffield's Irish community even 

though it had a working agreement that the interests of black racialised groups 

represented its focus. Likewise, two Irish volunteers were interviewed. 

Accordingly, it will be argued that white, negatively racialised groups have been 

de-racialised in relation to their black counterparts. This means that the specific 

experiences and interests of, for example, the Irish have become invisible due to the 

tendency, both politically and socially, to prioritise the black-white boundary at the 

expense of other influential racialised boundaries. 

The volunteers' responses revealed a general recognition that the Irish cannot be 

categorised straightforwardly as being part of the positively racialised white majority. 

They were asked if it is acceptable to include the Irish in the BJP. The following 

comments are representative of twenty-two volunteers (73%) who argued that it is 

acceptable. 

"As far as the Irish are concerned, they've been facing segregation and 
discrimination for as long as I can remember, so its not as if they aren't 
discriminated against ... now the Irish are discriminated because of their 
race. They don't come into the definition of colour but they do come in 
the definition of the race ". (Lata) 

HI don't know whether this i.\· one of the (?fficial aims but I see that the 
aims of the BJP are to help those who have been in certain instances 
stereotyped by institutions, and the Irish are 110 less stereotyped than 
Afro-Caribbealls ". (Diana) 

''I'm comfortable with them being included given the history of 
victimisation and harassment. So, I'm alright with that ". (Nab eel) 
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However, for those eight volunteers (27%) who rejected the inclusion of the Irish, the 

racialised signifier of skin colour was again prioritised. The following volunteers 

described the significance of this symbol in contributing to their experiences as members 

of a black racialised group. 

"Its like, I grew lip ill Heathside alld there aren't any black people 
there, you know. So, {f you're walking in the street or, say, whell I 
walked into a classroom, they'd all look round 'cause I was the only 
black face". (Pam) 

"Its a visual thing and, the only way I can say it is if you, if a group of 
black people were to walk into a room, then they are immediately 
discriminated against hecause of the visual thing. If a group of Irish 
people walked into a room, before you've opened your mouth or done 
anything, they are still not black people ", (Caroline) 

The related issues of choice and visibility provide the key to the volunteers' 

understanding. The volunteers argued that they have no choice but to be categorised as 

black because they are unable to change their skin colour. The Irish, however, were 

understood to have the option of disguising their membership of a negatively racialised 

group. In short, they can arguably become invisible. 

"Whereas a black person, you're just black aren't you? You can't 
change the colour l?f your skin and say I'm not black .. , Some people 
will tolerate Irish people just because they've got white skill, wOIl'1 they? 
But they won 'I tolerate a black person ". (Marie) 

"All Irish person, they can hide their clllture. if they haven't got a 
strong Irish accent. Whereas a black person can't. YOll know, they just 
can't (laughs and points to herself)", (Anne) 

As the latter comment suggests, the volunteers recognised the potential contribution of 

other racialised signifiers, such as accent, but insisted that skin colour is a more potent 

signifier specifically because it is non-negotiable. 

However, this understanding ultimately reduces racialised discrimination to 

colour discrimination. Individuals are not racialised solely according to skin colour. 

The examples given by the volunteers to emphasise the specificity of their experiences 

provide an extremely partial account which ignores many of the various ways in which 

individuals experience processes of racialisation. In fact, members of black and white, 

negatively racialised groups are racialised as a result of a variety of easily distinguishable 

features including name, address, religion, dress, country of origin and language. Thus, 

visibility is not determined solely by skin colour. The following quote, from a custody 
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officer, demonstrates how the Irish, and their descendants, are easily identifiable by their 

names alone. 

"YOll know, if you go Ihrough Ihe names on the list (?! (?fficers what are 
working here, it look.\' like there's a goodfiflY per cent (?! Irish descent ", 
(Sgt. Samways) 

The following volunteer argued that a person's voice is indicative of racialised origin. 

"I went for ajoh and when I phoned this guy lip he said 'come down for 
an interview', And, when I got there, he just didn't want to know 
hecause I was Mack. And I had a go and said 'why've you wasted my 
time, YOIl can pay my hus fare' because he must have known on the 
phone, I mean, I can tell a Mack voice, I can always tell if its a black 
person I'm .\peaking 10 ", (Clive) 

However, in terms of negotiability, the volunteers inferred that the Irish have the 

dubious option of invisibilising their racialised origin. For example, the following 

volunteer argued that they have the perhaps unrealistic option of not speaking or 

changing their accent. 

"We have to live with it more than YOll would because at least some 
Irish people, if they don't open their mouth, will get away with it as 
white people, But Mack people, it doesn't matter where you are, if 
you're in the European "ountries, you are straight away stigmatised and 
labelled as a black person", (Salim) 

The likelihood of cross-generational racialised disadvantage among the Irish was 

also rejected by those volunteers who referred to it. 

"I know they sl~ffer from racism but its diffiCUlt because with their 
off3prillg, you wouldn't even know, would you, unless they say it? But 
they are Irish so they can be Irish when it suits them politically and 110t 
Irish when it suits them, to their advantage", (Marie) 

This understanding incorporated the assumption that second generation white racialised 

groups are, ultimately, assumed to be white British. That is, their racialised origin 

becomes invisible. The following comment from a police officer is significant because it 

indicates that becoming invisible is not synonymous with becoming white British. 

HI was reading something today ahout the Jewish people that, now 
they've been here so long, they regard them.\·elves as British .. , thing is, I 
think people think ahout any attacks they might get so they tend to blend 
in with the white community", (Sgt. Davies) 
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The officers' understanding incorporated the assumption that Jewish people are not 

British regardless of their length of residence in the country. It also suggested that 

Jewish people are not white but are able to present themselves as such. This means that 

Jewish, and by inference Irish, people are able to conceal their racialised origin but are 

unable to reject it completely. 

These examples have been included here in order to emphasise the complexity of 

processes of racialisation and the subtle, multi-faceted ways in which various racisms 

operate. They therefore emphasise the extremely limited account of racialised identity 

produced by a restricted focus on the racialised signifier of skin colour. In particular, 

they reveal that the interests of white, negatively racialised groups, such as the Irish, 

automatically become secondary to those of black racialised groups. In this sense, the 

Irish are a de-racialised group in that their racialised experiences are automatically 

assumed to be less acute than those of. for example, African-Caribbeans. 

This is not to suggest that the volunteers exaggerated or misunderstood the 

extent and significance of their racialised experiences. Rather. it calls into question their 

common sense understanding that skin colour is the key to explaining these experiences. 

As has already been argued, skin colour is a specific dimension of racialised identity and 

is thus only one contributory factor to processes of racialisation. 

In particular, by prioritising skin colour, the notion of a common black identity is 

reinforced. As was established in Chapter Three, this essentialises the experience of not 

being white and. in doing so, implies an assumed white identity common to all white 

people regardless of racialised origin. Ultimately, by accepting whiteness as the norm 

against which they are defined, the volunteers suggested that white people do not have a 

'race'. This detracts attention from the various ways in which those defined as white are 

positively racialised. An analysis of this kind is instrumental to understanding processes 

of racialisation. 

Furthermore, it implies that the racialised boundary separating black and white 

people provides a clear, unambiguous dividing line. Both the volunteers and the police 

officers revealed that this is manifestly not the case. For example, the following officer 

described his mistake in offering the services of the HOAS to a woman who he thought 

was 'mixed race'. 

"I experienced it with a girl I thought was mixed race and she wasll'l, 
and she was quite upset about it. She looked it. She had got a dark 
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complexion, plus the fact that she'd recently been on holiday in Greece, 
and she looked of mixed race, you know", (Insp. Williams) 

One of the volunteers described a man she met regularly at her place of work who she 

argued, despite his insistence to the contrary, was white. 

"There's a guy there who honestly thinks he's black, and its true 
(laughs) And, when he comes into the office, he says 'these Caucasians 
don't understand us blacks do they?' Then they think what is this guy 
on? But, honestly, he really believes he's black. I find it very sad I 
don't know, I've tried to ask him", (Veronica) 

It is unclear in each of these cases as to which party presented the most accurate 

racialised identification. However, the cases are significant in highlighting the 

negotiated nature of racialised identity. Both black and white individuals are able to 

exercise some degree of choice in determining their racialised identity. They also 

indicate that it is far from simple to categorise individuals straightforwardly as black or 

white. Again, this demonstrates the difficulty of prioritising skin colour as a dominant 

indicator of racialised discrimination. 

Prioritising the black-white binary opposition does not therefore further our 

understanding of processes of racialisation. This may be to the detriment of both white, 

negatively racialised groups and black racialised groups. For example, it discounts the 

possible ways in which the experiences of Irish people are still racialised in Britain. It 

also detracts from the various processes which operate to racialise groups usually 

defined as black. 

In terms of the BJP, prioritising skin colour serves to validate the black 

perspective because it suggests a shared experience and resulting shared interests. 

These cannot be shared by white people regardless of their racialised origin. However, 

such a view results from the misconception that labelling an individual as 'black' IS 

inevitably synonymous with having a shared 'black' experience. 

"Identification is never just a matter of the formal semantics of name or 
label: the meaning of an identity lies also in the difference it makes in 
individual lives" (J enkins, 1996: 77). 

It has been argued in this chapter that racialised group identification is primarily based 

on similarities within a particular racialised group arising from a community of culture 

and institutions. It is a core identification which has an immediate and everyday 

influence on an individual's social life. Conversely, the inclusive term 'black' is based on 
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an inherently optional community of positional interests. Thus, it is a peripheral 

identification which is of much less significance to an individual's racialised identity. In 

fact, the link between the label 'black' and an associated experience is extremely tenuous 

on inspection. As has been argued, having a non-white skin colour does not indicate a 

related uniform experience specifically because, first, skin colour accounts very partially 

for processes of racialisation and, second, defining oneself and being defined as black is, 

in fact, negotiable to a certain extent. 

In conclusion, this means that it was impossible for the BIP to fully 

operationalise the black perspective because crucial racialised differences between those 

racialised groups it claims to represent were disguised. Specifically, it had no firm basis 

from which to assert that the experiences of black racialised groups are substantively 

different from those of negatively racialised, white groups. It simply assumed that skin 

colour united the racialised experiences of black racialised groups. 

As a result, the constructed racialised boundary which apparently separates all 

white people from all black people disguises the heterogeneous nature of both groups. 

The final section examines this boundary in greater detail by exploring how the 

volunteers understood racialised similarities and differences between their particular 

racialised group and a positively racialised white majority. It furthers the argument 

presented in this section that skin colour provides an extremely limited basis for 

explaining processes of racialisation. 

7.5 Black racialised groups and the 'white majority' 

This section outlines the volunteers' understanding of how a perceived white 

majority categorises black racialised groups. It will explain how processes of 

racialisation were not thought to be determined, ultimately, by the signifier of skin 

colour. Rather, the volunteers' responses revealed that particular groups are racialised 

in various different ways. The aim of the section is to demonstrate how the construction 

of racialised similarities and differences is inevitably replete with internal inconsistencies. 

This reinforces the necessary ambiguity and fluidity of processes of racialisation. It will 

be demonstrated that the volunteers understood these processes to take many forms 

including overt and covert and intentional and unintentional. Evidence from the 

interviews with the custody officers will be used to illustrate and support both the 

assertions of the volunteers and the main arguments presented in the section. This 
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section, and thus the chapter, will be completed by examining the strategies adopted by 

the volunteers for coping with the racialised perspectives of positively racialised others. 

It must be stressed that, by describing the racialised categorisations applied by 

white people, the volunteers were also referring to the ways in which group 

identification occurs among them. Thus, by negatively racialising particular groups, 

white people are, by implication, defining themselves both internally and positively. It is 

therefore impossible to examine racialised categorisation without acknowledging the 

corresponding process of group identification. 

For the volunteers, the racialised understanding of white people incorporates 

many crucial contradictions and paradoxes. For example, the following volunteers 

referred to evidence that the actions of white people do not correspond with their 

racialised beliefs. They were asked how they thought white people in Sheffield regard 

local black people. 

"They're always saying oh Pakis or Indian or whatever, generally Pakis 
means anyone brown right, have got the corner shop and that. Blit 
what's stopping them from having one and whose corner shop do they 
go to after half five, generally, when most shops are shut? ... we al ... ·o 
tend to get remarks like Pakis stink ... its Pakis, right, stink of curry. 
YOll go into an Indian restaurant and it'll be mostly whites", (Anwar) 

"He's (her employer) talking ahout Indians and Pakistanis and anyhody 
like that and he 's the one who goes for a curry every night, He's the 
one who hrings curries il1to work alld stldf. And so he's happy to 
sample the cuisine and all sl1!ff like that but then. I mean, when it comes 
down to a one to one and being alii with people, he don 't want to know", 
(Caroline) 

Immediately, it is clear from these responses that the volunteers highlighted how specific 

black racialised groups are racialised in particular ways. For these volunteers, the 

distinctive cuisine of Asians represents one source of racialised categorising. 

Additionally, the volunteers referred to familiar misconceptions regarding black 

people to argue that the racialised beliefs of white people are manifestly inaccurate and 

nonsensical. 

"They start saying 'oh well. YOlt know. you can'( have sex with a black 
man becallse he ..... so well-endowed. he'lI prohahly cripple YOII' Well. I 
thought Errol Flynn was like that myself and he didn '( look very black 10 

me! ", (Richard) 

"I know my Dad did some .... hifty jobs, you know what I'm saying, but 
when my Dad works. he's always paid his tax and that, national 
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insurance and that. People tend to skive it, do a little tax this and that. 
But everyone does thaI, its Ihe way it is ... I strongly believe that, 
nowadays, YOIl dOll 't have to be cor1'llpt, but, if you're gonna be a 
hundred per cent honest, you ain'l gonna get nowhere. This is white 
and black I 'm .\peaking ahout though ". (Anwar) 

The former comment refers to the sexualised nature of a racialised generalisation applied 

to African-Caribbeans whereas the latter refers to the supposedly inherent dishonesty of 

Pakistanis. Again, each highlights how particular black racialised groups are racialised 

in specific ways. 

The volunteers frequently expressed their dismay at the apparent ignorance and 

related lack of understanding of white people. They argued that this leads to inaccurate 

generalisations and unacceptable stereotypes. The following African-Caribbean 

volunteer explained how she is often mistaken for a client rather than a social worker. 

"I've been to places hefore and they '/I ask for a social worker. And 
they don't think I'm one and they just say 'could YOll wait there please 
with the rest of the people '. I don't say who I am first. I just see what 
re.\ponse I get. They've always assumed I'm a client". (Marie) 

Another volunteer, of Indian origin, explained how both her racialised identity and Asian 

culture more generally are commonly misconstrued by white people. From this 

perspective, Asians are racialised according to their cultural practices. 

"They classify everyone that is Asian as Pakistani. Its not are YOIl 

Indian or are you Bangladeshi or are YOIl Pakistani or Muslim? 
Everyone has to be Muslim. That's the other thing that I've found And 
again, if you don 'I drink or ~f you don 'I go 10 night-clubs, YOIl 've got no 
life. That's how I've seen people portray it. We don 'I necessarily see it 
like that. So, I think the lack (?f understanding arises from ignorance. 
They don't know things, they've never taken the effort or initiative to 
know things. And that's why they see it as backward\' and, maybe, 
boring ". (Lata) 

Unacceptable stereotypes were identified by volunteers of both Asian and African­

Caribbean origin. In fact, these stereotypes were generally regarded as being specific to 

their particular racialised group. The first response below refers to Asians and the 

second to African-Caribbeans. 

"They have different stigmas and different ideas, perceptions, ahout us. 
That's what they think about in their mind., all the time. They're 
criminals or they're crazy or they're all sort of fundamentalists. And its 
wrong to say that, you know, but its just their own perception of what 
they think of us". (Amjid) 
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"I'm not gonna generalise at all, but the majority of them see black 
people as lazy, dirty alld they don't want to work. And they're all drug 
pushers and they just want to he with their own. And, what else, they 
should all do menialjohs, they shouldn't be managers H. (Anne) 

The latter comment is worthy of consideration because the volunteer 

acknowledged that referring to white people inevitably required her to generalise. 

However, in keeping with the other volunteers who acknowledged this, she understood 

her generalisations to be accurate in describing the racialised beliefs of the majority of 

the white population. In fact, the volunteers stressed that determining who constitutes 

the minority is inherently problematic. For example, they identified a major 

contradiction in that white people's positive experiences of an individual from a 

particular racialised group was not thought to affect their racialised understanding of the 

group in general. In addition to this, positive experiences of one black racialised group 

were not thought to precipitate a challenge to the racialised understanding of other black 

groups. 

"Some white people like, that I've known, they don't like Asians or 
Pakistani people but they like you. Blit they don't like other black 
people, but they like you because they know you and I've had that a 
lot". (Charlotte) 

"You know, your.!riend<t at work who say, you know, 'you don't mind do 
YOlt Caroline, but we don '( like Pakis '. 'Why don't you like Pakis? '. 
They call '( even explain". (Caroline) 

Thus, it does not follow that a rejection of the racialised categorisation of a particular 

individual or group necessarily indicates a rejection of racialised categorisations in 

general. Indeed, for the volunteers, rejecting racialised categorisations was no firm 

evidence of a general commitment to challenging racialised inequalities. Rather, it could 

be a strategic response based on personal and professional considerations. 

"A lot of people sort (?f use it as a means to fitrther their standing in the 
sense that, well, I know situations where people actually need to put it 
on their Cv. So, they've got the means of doing it, to be more socially 
acceptable H. (David) 

"And some are really good, or say they are. I don't know if its genuine 
but they've got no choic.:e 'cause they're management ". (Charlotte) 

Having established the volunteers' understanding, it is pertinent to consider the 

racialised understanding of the custody officers. This is important because, as part of 
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the positively racialised white majority, the officers are in a position to categorise in a 

way which reinforces an unequal, racialised relationship of power. Evidence from the 

interviews with the officers supported the volunteers' understanding of how white 

positively racialised people categorise negatively racialised groups. For example, they 

generalised significantly when referring to particular racialised groups. The following 

responses are representative of this tendency. 

"Now, you get, even the Irish, who are some (?f the thickest people in the 
world as far as I'm cOllce1'11ed. I've got friend.\· who are Irish and 
they're thick", (Sgt. Pearson) 

"A/ro-Carihhean people, they're the ones who seem to, well, I've had 
more conflict with. One (?f the reasons l1'hy they might be more 
prominent out there, is that they were more outward going", (Sgt. 
Davies) 

''They're very insular people, the Chinese, They're very independent 
and so on. The Chinese are a very quiet group aren't they, in general? 
We have no great problemsfmm them ", (Sgt. Lamb) 

The first response reflects the racialised myth that the Irish are of below average 

intelligence. The second incorporates the racialised assumption that people of African 

origin are of a naturally extrovert disposition and, in contrast, the final response repeats 

the racialised assumption that the Chinese are natural introverts. Each of these is 

significant because, even though a biological basis to 'race' is generally rejected today, 

beliefs based on essentialist notions of natural and innate differences still persist. The 

following comment, from a member of the 8JP's management committee with direct, 

professional experience of the Chinese population in Sheffield, indicates the inaccuracy, 

and related consequences, of such beliefs, 

"The classic one who ',\' over-looked in terms of services is the Chinese 
community, A lot (?f assumptions are made ahout self- reliance and stuff 
like that. So, my understanding (?f the community is you've got people 
from Hong Kong, China, they've got degrees in their own language but 
they're being ghettoised to a totally constricted existence in the 
restaurant and take-away sector, Its so frustrating. Very highly skilled 
people with language Ileed\', They've 110t got much English but they're 
highly skilled graduate level and they're trapped in something that 
would drive you absolutely barking", (Joe) 

Importantly, this comment highlights how a racialised understanding of a particular 

group has real consequences in terms of facilitating various processes of exclusion. 

Thus, the assumption that the Chinese are insular and independent is likely to have real 
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consequences in terms of how they are policed. This, in turn, re-emphasises the 

importance of investigating the construction of racialised sameness and difference. 

Investigating racialised meanings is a crucial part of determining and challenging 

racialised inequalities. 

The above responses are also significant because they reveal that both black and 

white groups are negatively racialised in different ways which do not depend on the 

signifier of colour. In fact, the reference to white, negatively racialised groups indicates 

again that it is simplistic to refer straightforwardly to white people as if they constitute 

an homogeneous group. Thus, for example, the Irish are negatively racialised even 

though, as white people, they are in a position to categorise other black racialised 

groups. However, it is worth noting that they are also likely to be in a position to 

categorise other white, negatively racialised groups. 

The custody officers also revealed their racialised understanding in other 

important ways. For example, the racialised notion that Britain is being 'swamped' by 

immigrants is well-known, particularly as a result of Margaret Thatcher's comment to 

this effect shortly before the 1979 general election (Barker, 1981: 1-3). The custody 

officers revealed that this notion was integral to their understanding of the racialised 

composition of particular cities and districts . 

.• 'Cause there's some cities now where the balance is tipping foward\' 
whites beginning to be all ethnic minority. Its certainly a minority, you 
know. You go to Bradford or Leicester, somewhere like that". (Sgt. 
Clarke) 

JB.· Really? Are there many (Somalians) in Sheffield then? 

SP: Oh yeah, there's load\'. YOll know, down Greenhill, the flats. 

JB.· Yeah. I used to live down there. 

SP: Well, that's horrendous down there. That's just a colony of them. 
(Sgt. Pearson) 

The reference to a 'colony' is significant because it infers that the area has been taken 

over and transformed by the recently arrived immigrant group. By implication, the 

previous, probably white, residents have been displaced and dispossessed. The same 

inference is evident in the following response. 

"I think that you could separate areas 011 the map of Sheffield and we 
could, say, get up as far as eighty or ninety per cent, possibly up to 
ninety per cent of people within this area come from a particular ethnic 
group H. (Sgt. Grant) 
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The custody officer then referred to two districts of Sheffield where this was apparently 

the case. However, according to the census statistics for these areas, white people 

constitute seventy-four and eighty-four per cent of the local population. As a result, the 

custody officers clearly demonstrated that, despite reliable evidence to the contrary, 

particular areas of Sheffield have been identified symbolically as being overwhelmingly 

'black'. This reinforces the 'swamping' notion and, as various commentators have 

suggested, is likely to influence how these areas are policed (e.g. Gilroy, 1987; Solomos, 

1988; Keith, 1993). 

In addition to this, the following custody officers were keen to challenge the 

BJP's assertion that black people are disadvantaged in comparison with the white 

population . 

.. You'w got just as many disadvantaged white people, {f /1ot more, in the 
same situation as them. There '.\' 110 disadvantage healllse they're h/ack 
and in a minority. They're no more disadvantaged lhall a while persol1. 
I mean, you call say, yeah alright, that, (;Ol11paralil'e wise, there are far 
more white people ill a better situation than them alld you've got to 
agree because there 'sfar more white people. Bill there's hell (?f a lot (?f 
black people l1,ho are ill better positions thallthem as we"". (Sgt. Snell) 

sc: YOIl 're gonl1a slarl saying Irish, then what ahollt Jews? 

.IB: Well, I assume they would be included. They're another group 
who've been ... 

L~'C: But they've never been disadvantaged by English people. 171ey've 
been disadvantaged by German people, YOII know. Let.'! face it, the 
mqjority (?f Jewish people that I know are very weallhy. They aren', 
disadvantaged. Point taken? 

JB: Oh yeah, definitely. I mean, this is why I'm asking the qllestiol1. 

se: We were ruled by the Romans at one time. We were all enslaved, we 
were. 

JB: Yeah. that's tme !f you go hack far enough. 

SC: Yeah, as I say, {fyou go backfar enough, the French came OWl' and 
dl~ffed liS lip nine hundred odd years ago ". (Sgt. Clarke) 

The officers' perspective is important because it reveals three useful rhetorical devices 

for invalidating the claims of negatively racialised groups. First, relatively advantaged 

members of negatively racialised groups were referred to in order to question the 

assumption that the group as a whole is disadvantaged. Second, the past was confused 

with the present in order to suggest that the positively racialised white majority has 
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equal claim to the experience of disadvantage. Third, racialised disadvantage was 

regarded as a practise employed by other people. 

The three combine to produce a denial of processes of racialisation and, 

ultimately, a rejection of the claims of the volunteers. However, the research findings 

presented above demonstrate that the custody officers' racialised understanding 

reflected the related assumptions of the volunteers. They articulated common 

misconceptions about negatively racialised groups, including inaccurate generalisations 

and questionable stereotypes. They also revealed a considerable lack of understanding 

regarding the processes of exclusion experienced by these groups. 

The rest of this section assesses the strategies adopted by the volunteers for 

coping with the misguided perspectives of the positively racialised white population. 

They are included because they provide a useful reminder that racialised interpretations 

have direct consequences for individuals from negatively racialised groups within the 

context of their everyday social lives. They also demonstrate how the volunteers 

accommodate, negotiate and transform the racialised categorisations imposed by others. 

The first strategy, identified by the volunteers, is to educate white people by highlighting 

and challenging their mistaken racialised assumptions. 

"I'd rather they said something and said something really stupid so that 
they could be disabused of the idea, rather than kept their mouths shuI 
and kept their opinions to themselves. Even if their opinions are so 
stupid as to be banal". (Diana) 

"They're always asking me things and you might say something like '[ 
dOll 'I smoke or drink or eat pork' and they say 'do you not, why? '. So, 
they're learning about my religion and my culture through me telling 
them things. And, also, they know I'm involved with the RJP so they use 
me as a sort of point of reference. I tell them straight, 'you've got 
tunnel vision, YOll don't look arollnd YOll. Or you just laugh and make 
fun ofit'''. (Jabir) 

The second strategy represents a more subtle form of direct challenge. The 

following detailed example reveals how one of the volunteers was able to negotiate and 

transform the racialised perspectives of others without explicitly referring to them. 

"I walked into this pub. As soon as I walked in, there were five white 
blokes standing at the bar, and I could hear them saying 'look at that 
black bastard over there. What does he think he's doing, coming ill 
here?' So, I bought a drink and I went and stood over by them and I put 
my drink down next to theirs. I made a point of doing it. Then, I took 
out a cigarette and said 'have you got a light? '. You should have seen 
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their faces. But one of them gave me a light and then I started talking to 
them. 'I'm from Sheffield, I've come to meet a friend of mine '. And, by 
the time I left, it was 'see you Kevin , have a good time' ". (Kevin) 

Thus, through his actions, this volunteer disabused racialised ideas about himself. This 

type of challenge was also understood to be part of the volunteers' role at the BJP. The 

volunteers explained how, during the course of their voluntary work, they potentially 

transformed the racialised understanding of the custody officers. 

"People like Majid (the co-ordinator) coming in and them saying 'this is 
Majid He's black and he's alright so, maybe, our stereotypes need a 
little bit of changing' Now, it shouldn't have to be that but because the 
volunteers are going down there and showing themselves counter to the 
stereotypes that the police will have ... that might help to change 
things". (Matthew) 

"By setting an example in saying not all black people are the same. 
Because, I mean, these things are attached to black people. A lot of 
people saying they're all bad and that. So, if we 're doing everything by 
the books and everything and being positive about it". (Anne) 

The final strategy identified by the volunteers is, to a considerable extent, 

fatalistic. The following response is quoted at length because it refers to both racialised 

labelling and the meaning of that label in terms of the difference it has made to the 

volunteer's life. It is perhaps one of most poignant comments recorded during the 

course of the research. 

"If people want to call me, you know, Asian, black, Paki, I say 'thanks 
very much " you know. I really like it because you suddenly realise that 
none of this makes any difference. In the beginning, when I was at 
school, and I was called names 'Paki, Paki, black and Asian' and all 
that, got bullied and, you know, you get upset about it. But, there comes 
a certain time in your life when none of this really makes any difference. 
You know, you think they can call me what they want, if that makes them 
happy, then let them call it me. YOIl know, it doesn't make any 
difference to me, you know, if nobody gives me work, a job. I'm the 
particular type of person, I don't bother, I'm not concerned Although I 
know the problem exists and I like to help other people H. (Amjid) 

This volunteer was therefore reconciled to the racialised nature of the social world in 

which he lives and, as a result, rejected the possibility of negotiating and transforming 

the racialised categorisations imposed on him. 

In conclusion, this section has investigated how a positively racialised white 

majority was understood to categorise negatively racialised groups. It has revealed that 
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the majority of white people were thought to adopt various illogical notions, crude 

generalisations and negative stereotypes to perpetuate and reinforce processes of 

racialisation. These were shown to be based on the construction of racialised similarities 

and differences which were not thought to be determined necessarily by the skin-colour 

signifier. It was demonstrated that the interviews with the custody officers provided 

evidence to support the volunteers' understanding. Thus, the section has indicated the 

internal inconsistencies and nonsensical nature of racialised categorisations. Despite 

this, it was stressed that these categorisations have real consequences for those who are 

categorised in terms of perpetuating processes of exclusion. As a result, the section also 

investigated the various coping strategies adopted by the volunteers in order to 

accommodate, negotiate and transform the racialised categorisations which affect their 

lives. 

7.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has presented the volunteers' understanding of the meaning of 

'race' within the context of their everyday social lives in general. It has been argued that 

the volunteers articulated an internally defined, core racialised identity based on shared 

culture and shared institutions. In this case, there is little movement across the racialised 

boundary which separates who is included in and excluded from the particular racialised 

group. In fact, the volunteers did not identify any racialised differences between 

members of the group which could lead to such movement. 

Likewise, the volunteers understood the inclusive term 'black' to represent a 

peripheral identity based on shared positional interests only. It arises from the external 

categorisations imposed by others and is strictly an optional response to processes of 

racialisation. Defining oneself as 'black' in these terms is therefore inevitably 

conditional and thus movement across the related boundary is much more common. 

Importantly, racialised differences between members are concealed or ignored in order 

to highlight an apparent similarity based on the racialised signifier of skin colour. A 

perceived, fixed racialised boundary separating all black people from all white people 

was shown to underpin this understanding. 

By highlighting the heterogeneous nature of both blackness and whiteness, the 

chapter demonstrated that movement across the black-white boundary is also inevitable 

due to the complexity of racialised categorisation. It has been argued that skin colour is 
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but one of many racialised signifiers and that being defined as 'black' is contestable to 

some extent. As a result, prioritising the black-white binary opposition is part of a 

common sense understanding of the meaning of 'race' and does not enhance a 

sociological understanding of processes of racialisation. Particularly, it fails to consider 

the experiences and interests of white, negatively racialised groups. 

In fact, the black-white boundary, it has been argued, leads to the misconception 

that being categorised as 'black' is synonymous with having a 'black' experience. Thus, 

there exists a level at which those individuals who are not categorised as 'white' are 

assumed to share identical experiences and interests. This was the inaccurate 

assumption which enabled the BJP to defend its adoption of the inclusive term 'black'. 

However, it has been shown clearly that there can be no adequate, operational black 

perspective because, unsurprisingly, there is no evidence to indicate that the racialised 

identity of black racialised groups is essentially different from that of white, negatively 

racialised groups. In short, there is no essential black identity even though the BJP's 

aims and objectives suggest otherwise. 

Additionally, this chapter has revealed that racialised identities never remain 

fixed and unchallenged. Through their understanding of the meaning of 'race', the 

volunteers demonstrated how the racialisation of identity is always a process of 

accommodation, negotiation and transformation involving both group identification and 

social categorisation. In contrast to the post-modernists, the chapter therefore presented 

evidence to suggest that the ability to choose a racialised identity is inherently and 

inevitably limited regardless of an individual's racialised origins and characteristics. 

Finally, it has been argued that essentialist notions of sameness and difference 

persist and manifest themselves in a variety of racialised generalisations and stereotypes. 

Although the chapter focused on their meaning, it included evidence to highlight the 

consequences in terms of their contribution to processes ofracialised exclusion. 
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Chapter Eight 

Conclusion: An Evaluation of the Research 

In the light of the research findings reported in the main body of the thesis, this 

final chapter considers further the three main areas of research included: volunteering 

among black people, racialised identity and criminal justice. It will explain how this 

study has contributed to sociological knowledge covering each of these areas. 

8.1 The BJP: an evaluation of a black voluntary organisation 

A central aim of my research was to examine how 'race' was mobilised and 

acted on in the BJP, a voluntary sector organisation. Research in this area was 

necessary because the continuing expansion of the voluntary sector, together with 

cumulative evidence of racialised discrimination and disadvantage, means that black 

voluntary organisations have an increasingly important part to play in meeting the 

specific requirements of the black population. The research was of direct relevance to 

policy because it identified the factors needed for a successful collective response. 

It was established in Chapter One that the black voluntary sector is a highly 

neglected area of sociological study. Very little is known about how a collective 

response is possible among black people. For example, commentators have been 

criticised for their extremely precarious assumption that being black automatically 

guarantees unity (Miles, 1984~ Goldberg, 1992~ Ware, 1992). The research was 

therefore directly relevant to a key area of sociological enquiry because it examined 

volunteering as a form of the mobilisation of 'race'. 

My research has established clearly how a collective response was possible in the 

specific context of one black voluntary organisation, the SJP. It has revealed that 

evaluating the BJP's apparent success was as much about determining the success with 

which it managed its independent image, as a black voluntary organisation dependent on 

the financial and practical support of statutory organisations, as it was about determining 

the extent to which it realised its aims and objectives. Importantly, the research has 

identified how the project attempted to balance the needs and interests of local black 

people with those of key statutory organisations. As a result, the research has confirmed 
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that the project's self-proclaimed independence as an organisation in the voluntary 

sector was highly questionable. This has wider implications because it suggests strongly 

that the independence of a voluntary organisation is always, at least, partly illusory if it 

cannot continue to function without the financial and practical support of statutory 

organisations. 

It was explained that the project secured the support of key statutory 

organisations through a process of legitimation which reflected the wider social, 

economic and political context of the 1980s. Specifically, the project adopted the 

language of reform and redistribution which characterised institutional policy following 

the urban disturbances in the early part of the decade. In fact, its aims and objectives 

reflected the policies of both the probation service and the police. Thus, the formation 

of the BJP was seen to have specific benefits for these organisations. Together with the 

development of inter-agency co-operation and the expansion of the voluntary sector, this 

ensured that statutory endorsement of the project was forthcoming. These research 

findings therefore verified that the project acted on the basis of the racialised agenda of 

appropriate statutory organisations in order to begin addressing the needs and interests 

of local black people. 

It has also been argued that the BJP mobilised 'race' by adopting what was 

defined in the thesis as the black perspective. This, it was revealed, encompassed an 

imagined black community based on shared experiences and interests. The black 

perspective was a form of moderated essentialism because it ultimately presupposed an 

essential black identity that excluded whites. The idea of an essential black identity was 

shown to contradict the view that blackness is socially and politically constructed to 

privilege an imagined white community. As a result, it was argued that notions of 

blackness contain significant internal contradictions. In particular, it revealed that there 

is no means of distinguishing between a black organisation that adheres to the key 

principles of the black perspective and one articulating a rhetorical commitment to 

furthering the needs and interests of an imagined black community. 

This has very important, practical implications for the ways in which 'race' is 

mobilised and acted on in the voluntary sector because it demonstrates the difficulties 

confronted by black voluntary organisations when attempting to meet the needs of black 

people. If the notion of an essential black identity is rejected, these organisations are 

compelled to define both their target group more specifically and the related, specific 
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processes of racialisation they aim to challenge. Crucially, this ensures that rhetoric is 

more easily identifiable from realisable aims and objectives. However, it also increases 

the likelihood that the needs of specific sections of the black population are neglected. 

This is particularly the case if, like the BJP, the organisation attempts to secure 

institutional support by reflecting the policy agenda of appropriate statutory 

organisations. Additionally, the organisation is much less likely to secure institutional 

support if it does not incorporate the general interests of a broadly conceived target 

group. 

Consequently, my research has highlighted an important new area for future 

investigation. How do those organisations with a far more specific remit than the BJP 

mobilise and act upon 'race'? Do they still incorporate the political agenda of statutory 

organisations in order to secure their support or are their aims and objectives more 

autonomously defined? Do their aims and objectives in any way reflect a black 

perspective based on a form of moderated essentialism? If so, how do they justify their 

specific focus to both black people and statutory organisations? These questions can 

only be addressed by conducting in-depth, qualitative research of appropriate 

organisations. By placing the understanding of key individuals in these organisations at 

the centre of such an investigation, the meaning of 'race' can more satisfactorily be 

established. Particularly, the shared basis of racialised group identification can be 

determined in order to consider the precise reasons for a successful collective response. 

Finally, my research identified clearly how the project maintained its independent 

facade by careful management of its image. This involved promoting itself as an 

advocate and intermediary for black people rather than as a 'community representative'. 

However, this self-defined role failed to overcome difficulties arising from an adherence 

to the notion of an imagined black community with common needs and interests. As a 

result, a key tension existed because the project identified a need to secure the trust and 

views of this community whilst insisting that it only responded to those individuals who 

specifically requested assistance. Overall, this was an extremely significant research 

finding because it suggested that the distinction between a representative and an 

advocate is less clear-cut than is usually claimed by voluntary organisations. 

Having summarised how the BJP mobilised and acted on 'race' at an 

organisational level, it is pertinent to summarise how it secured a collective response 

among its diverse body of volunteers. My research confirmed that, paradoxically, an 
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under-developed volunteer culture at the project facilitated unity among the volunteers. 

Potentially conflicting perspectives arising from the volunteers' diverse racialised 

backgrounds were absent specifically because they shared only a broad orientation 

towards the project's general aim of challenging racialised inequalities, rather than a 

commitment to its job-related objectives. Thus, a perceived, symbolic sense of affinity 

among black people prevented the volunteers from considering the inevitable, racialised 

differences between them. Additionally, the research verified that the project's 

management did not actively pursue the potential to develop a volunteer culture. This 

had a strategic benefit because, as a result of their limited involvement within any 

management fora, the volunteers had little opportunity to assess the project's claim of 

independence. 

In terms of its wider relevance, this research finding indicated that successfully 

retaining a large body of volunteers in no way implies the existence of a highly 

developed volunteer culture. It also suggested that unity within a black voluntary 

organisation incorporating volunteers from diverse racialised backgrounds is guaranteed 

only if there is little contact between them. This begs the question of how far unity is 

possible if the development of a volunteer culture is explicitly encouraged. Again, 

further research is required to assess such a situation. 

The research findings regarding the various characteristics of the volunteers were 

also of much-needed, direct relevance to policy. Contrary to the commonsensical 

assumption regarding black people's reasons for volunteering, the volunteers' racialised 

identity did not straightforwardly influence their decision to volunteer. Specifically, 

benefiting other black people did not have to be an initial reason for volunteering in 

order for volunteers to comprehend the apparent value of the project. In addition to 

this, the research findings questioned the usefulness of defining volunteers according to 

extremely general categorisations such as middle class and working class. For example, 

it was revealed that, even though the propensity to volunteer increased with a middle 

class socio-economic status, there were significant differences between those volunteers 

included in this category. Thus, research that has measured the characteristics of 

volunteers in this way has inevitably provided a partial understanding of the background 

and reasons for volunteering of those surveyed. 

In summary, my research has contributed to a sociological understanding of how 

'race' is mobilised and acted on in the voluntary sector. It has dismissed the idea that 
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being black automatically ensures unity and has instead determined the factors which 

facilitated a viable, collective response at the BIP. By doing so, it has clearly 

demonstrated how the project successfully claimed to prioritise the needs and interests 

of black people whilst securing the support of relevant statutory organisations. 

8.2 Racialised identity 

The sociological study of 'race' and racism has paid inadequate attention to the 

ways in which social identity is racialised. Theorists who have addressed this neglect 

have tended to focus mainly on processes of racialisation at the structural level (e.g. 

Gilroy, 1987; Small, 1994). However, there is a distinct lack of understanding regarding 

the ways in which the racialisation of identity contributes to racialised outcomes at both 

the individual and institutional level. This thesis drew on theories of ethnicity within 

social anthropology in order to demonstrate the importance of studying racialised 

identity. Specifically, it revealed that, by examining the understanding of those who are 

both positively and negatively racialised, a better understanding of processes of 

racialisation can be obtained. 

It was confirmed that a comprehensive sociological understanding of racialised 

identity is only possible if its formation is regarded as a dynamic process whereby 

similarities and differences are taken to be of equal importance. Thus, the formation of 

racialised identity must be examined as a matter of both internal identification with a 

group and external categorisation by others (see Jenkins, 1994: 1996). The research 

therefore revealed that the post-modernist focus on difference and diversity occurs at the 

expense of considering the inevitable importance of constructed similarities in the 

formation of social identity. It also revealed that post-modernists have been mistaken in 

over-emphasising the extent to which individuals are able to choose their social identity. 

My research has also highlighted the heterogeneous nature of blackness and 

whiteness. Crucially, a key research finding was that prioritising the binary opposition 

of black-white simply replicates a common sense interpretation of the meaning of 'race' 

and does not contribute to a sociological understanding. The distinction between black 

and white simply represents one dimension of racialised identity and there is no 

theoretical or conceptual foundation for its centrality in explaining the racialised social 

world. It was established that its misplaced significance has resulted in a failure to 

examine the situation of 'non-black', negatively racialised groups. 
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In fact, this has been a consistent failure of British 'race relations' sociology 

which has focused almost exclusively on post-second world war immigration and thus 

black racialised groups. By examining the meaning of blackness, the research therefore 

reinforced the equal importance of studying the construction of whiteness. In particular, 

the research findings suggested that theories of the meaning of 'race' would benefit from 

establishing how and why particular groups of white people are negatively racialised. 

There is ample opportunity for future research in this area. 

However, my research did explain why the BlP was able to use the term 'black' 

inclusively to refer to all of those groups who do not fit the socially constructed norm of 

whiteness. In doing so, it revealed that the research respondents of Asian origin 

accepted the term to denote an optional community of positional interests. Modood has 

argued that the term black cannot be applied to Asians because it subordinates their 

interests to those of African-Caribbeans and represents a form of social categorisation 

only (e.g. Modood, 1990). By distinguishing between a core and peripheral identity, my 

research revealed that, within the BJP, 'black' was, in fact, thought to be acceptable as a 

peripheral identification which can be mobilised to further the positional interests of 

diverse racialised groups. As a result, the Asian volunteers perceived a strategic 

advantage in labelling themselves accordingly. This indicated that Modood's explicit 

rejection of the term does not, as he has suggested, straightforwardly reflect the views of 

Asian people. 

Similarly, the research established the enduring nature of the popular conception 

that being British is synonymous with being identified as 'white'. The distinction 

between a practical affiliation and a symbolic identification with Britain linked the 

related understanding of the volunteers. They refused to identify Britain primarily as 

their symbolic 'home' and, instead, acknowledged their British citizenship more 

forcefully. The volunteers' understanding reflected Paul Gilroy's argument that 

discourses of 'race' and nation are closely intertwined in ideas of Britishness (Gilroy, 

1987:68-9). However, they did not reject the idea of being British per se. Rather, they 

could not identify with populist, racialised conceptions of what it means to be British. 

The aims and objectives of the BJP were therefore thought to reflect the 

entitlements of black people as British citizens. The BJP was regarded as a means of 

challenging processes of exclusion in order to gain access to the basic rights attributed 

to the British population in general. This research finding was in keeping with those of 
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Field and Gaskell who argued that the urban disturbances reflected a desire to challenge 

racialised exclusion in order to gain access to mainstream British social life (Field, 1984; 

Gaskell, 1986). The BIP did not therefore signify a radical rejection of all that it means 

to be British. 

Additionally, it was revealed that racialised identity never remains fixed or 

unchallenged. Even those racialised categorisations which appear to be entrenched and 

immovable are always negotiable. Thus, the research has reinforced that a racialised 

social world is by no means inevitable. By exploring how dimensions of racialised 

sameness and difference operate at different levels, it has also suggested a way of 

investigating how racialised identity is accommodated, negotiated and transformed. In 

particular, it emphasised the importance of studying the extent of movement across the 

racialised boundaries which separate who is included in and excluded from any particular 

racialised group. 

In summary, my focus on racialised identity was useful because it emphasised 

that processes of exclusion occur specifically because identity is racialised. This 

provides a means of over-coming the much criticised tendency to reify racisms as if they 

are tangible entities to be identified and isolated. It is not by determining whether or not 

a particular individual or institution is racist but by determining why a racialised 

outcome is likely that the racialised social world can be challenged. In short, what are 

the processes that contribute to this outcome and how are these processes decided by 

the racialised understanding of relevant individuals? This inevitably involves considering 

how, and for what purpose, notions of racialised similarities and differences are 

employed in specific social situations. 

8.3 Criminal justice 

The criminal justice aspect of my research concentrated on two themes. First, it 

investigated the nature of the relationship between black people and the police and, 

second, it examined the extent to which processes of racialisation influence police 

custody in particular. The relevant research findings will now be evaluated together. 

The thesis presented an in-depth analysis of how black people and the police 

construct an understanding of their relationship. This was significant in that it 

successfully addressed the limitations of more common studies which have tended to 

focus on attitudes only. Specifically, the thesis criticised previous research findings that 



Conclusion:232 

black people's understanding of the relationship is a consequence of 'rumour and 

hearsay' within an apparent black community. Rather, by revealing the nature and 

content of the volunteers' stories, it was demonstrated that they understood the 

relationship to be racialised as a result of personal knowledge incorporating three 

central, assumed truths. This research finding was significant because personal 

knowledge represents a much more resilient and difficult to disprove basis for 

understanding than rumour and hearsay. Thus, police initiatives to improve the 

relationship should not under-estimate the enduring, resulting argument that policing is 

inherently and unavoidably racialised. 

These research findings also challenged the pre-occupation within criminology to 

focus on the search for pure discrimination. By placing the understanding of relevant 

individuals at the centre of the analysis, they provided a more detailed understanding of 

how processes of racialisation occur. For example. it was revealed that the custody 

officers presented their role in such a way so as to provide no option of considering the 

possibility that policing is racialised. Thus. despite acknowledging that the experience of 

police custody is particularly disturbing for black suspects, they evidently failed to 

endorse and actively support the project's HOAS. By ignoring the arguably misplaced 

search for pure discrimination, the research therefore demonstrated how police custody 

is likely to be racialised even though the officers insisted that 'race' is irrelevant to their 

work. In short, it revealed that the officers shared a racialised understanding of black 

suspects. and black people in general. in spite of their insistence to the contrary. Again, 

this has implications for police 'racism awareness' training because it suggests that those 

who are being trained currently regard it as being of little, if any, value. However, as the 

research also demonstrated, 'race relations' is still defined as a specialist function rather 

than an integral part of operational policing. The custody officers' view of the lack of 

significance of 'race' was therefore reinforced by its status at the institutional level. 

In terms of its wider significance, my research has emphasised the enduring 

significance of the police occupational culture, more than a decade after the last 

comparable research was published on this subject (Cain, 1973~ Holdaway, 1983). This 

is particularly important because the research revealed detailed empirical evidence to 

support previous research findings that custody officers are manifestly not independent 

from other police officers (McConville et aI, 1991). In fact, this particular group of 

police officers has not been researched in such detail before. The research therefore 
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drew attention to the way in which police custody personifies the unequal relationship of 

power that exists between the police and those that are being policed. Thus, the 

officers' lack of independence had serious consequences as their discovered partiality 

inevitably affected the outcome of both police custody and the overall criminal justice 

process. 

This means that, ultimately, a racialised outcome to the process is unavoidable 

because police custody is racialised. In principle, the HOAS represented a way of 

independently checking that the custody officers carried out their duties according to 

their codes of practice. However, in keeping with the findings of a research study which 

assessed the effectiveness of police lay visitors schemes, the research revealed that the 

role of the volunteer was necessary yet successfully restricted by the custody officers 

(Kemp & Morgan, 1996). As a result, the research questioned the continued viability of 

a scheme which met the policy objectives of the police and the probation service whilst 

evidently failing to achieve its potential in protecting the interests of black suspects. In 

summary, investigating the question of who benefited most from the HOAS uncovered a 

deeply unsettling answer. 

Further, my research presented evidence to suggest that, in the long term, the 

1984 Police and Criminal Evidence Act has not ensured that the rights of the suspect are 

protected. In the case of police custody, the police cannot be relied on to police 

themselves and therefore the relations of power that characterise police custody still 

need to be altered in favour of the suspect. The research revealed that implementing a 

HOAS does not provide a satisfactory solution. In fact, it indicated that it is only by 

reducing the amount of control exercised by the custody officer that a more equitable 

solution can be found. This is more likely to be achieved by implementing a universal, 

statutory initiative rather than a piecemeal, voluntary initiative with no supporting 

foundation in law. 

Although my research determined individual cases where the BJP's volunteers 

had provided a worthwhile service to black suspects, it established that the project was 

unable to satisfactorily meet its aim of challenging racialised discrimination within the 

criminal justice process. This was not solely a limitation of the project. Rather, it 

highlighted the importance of encouraging those involved at all levels of criminal justice 

to acknowledge both the centrality of various processes of racialisation in determining 

inequitable outcomes and their professional responsibility for challenging them. 
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Overall then, my research has contributed to sociological knowledge about 

volunteering among black people, racialised identity and criminal justice. It has 

reinforced the importance of studying how individuals perceive the meaning of 'race' in 

everyday social contexts. This, it has been argued, facilitates a better understanding of 

processes of racialisation. The thesis has therefore presented a sociological 

interpretation of the racialised social world. 
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Volunteer Interview Questions 

Volunteering: Personal 

1. Do you have a job? 

2. How long have you been volunteering for the SJP? 

3. How did you come to be involved in the BJP? 

4. What made you finally decide to volunteer? 

S. Had you thought of volunteering for any other organisations? 

6. Did your ethnic origin/being black have anything to do with why you decided to 
volunteer? 

7. Would you have volunteered for the project if it helped both black and white people? 

S. What do you get out of volunteering? Why is it worthwhile? How do you think you 
are helping black people? 

Volunteering: Other Volunteers 

9. How often do you see the other volunteers? 

IO.Did you know any of them before volunteering? 

II.Have you made any new friends through volunteering? 

12.00 you think the volunteers give each other help and support? 

13.1s it useful for you all to meet up from time to time? 

14.What are the main things you learnt from the training? 

IS.Did the training cover issues which related to black people or was it more general? 

16.How did you feel about the trainers them selves? Would it have been better if they 
had been black? 

17.How useful was the volunteer's information pack? 

IS.Following the training, were you confident that you could help people from the 
different ethnic groups? 

Volunteering: The BJP 

19.1s the BJP what you expected it to be? 

20.What in your opinion does the BJP help to do in Sheffield? 

21.Does the BJP meet its aims and objectives? 

22.How do you feel about the management committee's management of the project? 

23.Do you think its important for black people to have their own organisations? Is it 
important for black people to form their own organisations in order to get their 
voices heard? 
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HOAS Call-Outs 

24.00 you attend call-outs? How many have you dealt with? At what time of day do 
you get called out? 

25.00 you remember any call-outs in particular? Tell me what happened. 

26.How do you judge if a call-out has been successful? 

27.How have you got on with the detainees? Do any cases stick in your mind? 

28.Who are the detainees that you deal with? Is it easier if you are male? 

29.Tell me about the custody officers. How have you got on with them? Do you think 
they've made your job easier or more difficult? Do you remember any officers in 
particular? Have they all been white? Does it make a difference if they are white and 
you are black? 

30.ln your role as a BJP volunteer, do you think that you in any way change how the 
custody officers regard black people in general? Could this help to change the 
relationship between the custody officers and the black people they meet during the 
course of their work? 

Community and Identity 

31.Which ethnic group do you belong to? 

32.As a volunteer, do you see yourself as representing the interests of your ethnic group 
in some way? 

33.Thinking of other 0 people in Sheffield, what, if anything, do you have in common? 
What, if anything, brings you together as a group? Do you think of 0 people as 
making up a real community in Sheffield? 

34.Are the different communities in Sheffield completely separate or do they have some 
things in common? Is it just the experience of racism that brings them together or is 
there something else? 

35.00 you think some communities have more of a say in Sheffield than others? 

36.When you talk about the 'black' community in Sheffield, who are you referring to? 
Is it OK to include all the different ethnic groups in this term? e.g. Irish 

37.1s it OK for white people to volunteer and to attend call-outs? 

38.00 the people that you help accept you as a volunteer even when they are from a 
different ethnic group to yourself? 

39.Through your involvement in the BJP, have you learnt anything new about the other 
ethnic groups in Sheffield? 

40.I'd like you to think of white people you know personally in Sheffield (maybe people 
who you work with or live near). How do you think they see your community? Do 
they see all the different ethnic groups this way? 

41.00 you describe yourself as British? Do you think that, in this country, some people 
are thought of as being more British than others? 
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Black People and the Police 

42.How do you see the relationship between black people and the police? How has this 
come about and who is responsible? 

43.Can you give me some examples? Have you had any person experiences of the 
police? 

44.How do you know about the relationship? What are your main sources of 
information? 

45.Do you think there are differences in the ways that the police treat black and white 
people? 

46.Did your personal experiences play a part in your decision to volunteer? 

47.How can the BJP help to improve the relationship? Has it helped already? 

48.What other factors could help to improve the relationship? 

49.1s there anything else you feel its important for me to know when writing the 
evaluation report? Is there anything else you would like to add to the topics we have 
discussed? 
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Management Committee Interview Questions 

Volunteering: Personal 

1. What do you do for a living? 

2. How long have you been a member of the management committee? 

3. How did you become involved with the BJP? 

4. What finally made you decide to become a management committee member? 

5. Do you volunteer for any other organisations? 

6. Are you on the management committee of any other organisations? 

7. Did your ethnic originibeing black have anything to do with why you became 
involved with the BJP? 

8. Would you have become involved if the Project helped both black and white people? 

9. Why is being a management committee member for the BJP worthwhile? What do 
you get out of it? 

10.How do you think you are helping black people through your involvement? 

II.ls there anything else you would like to add about your involvement with the BJP? 

Volunteering: Other Volunteers 

12.How often do you see the other management committee members? 

13.How often do you see the BJP volunteers? 

14.Did you know any of the committee members or volunteers before your involvement 
with the Project? 

IS.Have you made any new acquaintances through volunteering? 

16.Do you think the management committee members give each other help and support? 

17.Do you think the management committee meets frequently enough? 

18.Do you think the volunteers have an adequate say in the way the Project is 
organised? 

19.Do you think the management committee has enough contact with the volunteers? 

20.Have you trained as a volunteer? Have you attended any of the training sessions? 

21.What are the main things you have learnt from the training? 

22.How do you feel about the trainers? Would it be better if they are black as well? 



Volunteering: The BJP 

23.What in your opinion does the BJP help to do in Sheffield? 

24.1s it what you expected it to be? 

25.What is the Project's main strength? 

26.Does the Project meets its aims and objectives? 

27.Do you think they need to be altered in any way? 
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28.How could the management committee improve its management of the BJP? 

29.How do you see the Project developing over the next couple of years? 

30.Do you think its important for black people to have their own organisations? Is it 
important for black people to form their own organisations in order to get their 
voices heard? 

31.How could the BJP have a greater impact in Sheffield? 

32.1s there anything else you would like to add about the BJP as an organisation? 

HOAS Call-Outs 

33.Do you attend call-outs? How many have you dealt with? At what time of day do 
you get called out? 

34.Do you remember any call-outs in particular? Tell me what happened. 

35.How do you judge if a call-out has been successful? 

36.How have you got on with the detainees? Do any cases stick in your mind? 

37.Who are the detainees that you deal with? Is it easier if you are male? 

38.Tell me about the custody officers. How have you got on with them? Do you think 
they've made your job easier or more difficult? Do you remember any officers in 
particular? Have they all been white? Does it make a difference if they are white and 
you are black? 

39.1n your role as a BJP volunteer, do you think that you in any way change how the 
custody officers regard black people in general? Could this help to change the 
relationship between the custody officers and the black people they meet during the 
course of their work? 

40.1s there anything else you would like to add about the call-outs? 

Community and Identity 

41.Which ethnic group do you belong to? 

42.As a representative of the BJP, do you see yourself as representing the interests of 
your ethnic group in some way? 

43.Thinking of other 0 people in Sheffield, what, if anything, do you have in common? 
What, if anything, brings you together as a group? Do you think of 0 people as 
making up a real community in Sheffield? 

44.Are the different communities in Sheffield completely separate or do they have some 
things in common? Is it just the experience of racism that brings them together or is 
there something else? 
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45.Do you think some communities have more of a say in Sheffield than others? 

46.When you talk about the 'black' community in Sheffield, who are you referring to? 
Is it OK to include all the different ethnic groups in this term? e.g. Irish 

47.1s it OK for white people to volunteer and to attend call-outs? 

48.Through your involvement in the BJP, have you learnt anything new about the other 
ethnic groups in Sheffield? 

49.1' d like you to think of white people you know personally in Sheffield (maybe people 
who you work with or live near). How do you think they see your community? Do 
they see all the different ethnic groups this way? 

50.Do you describe yourself as British? Do you think that, in this country, some people 
are thought of as being more British than others? 

Black People and the Police 

51.How do you see the relationship between black people and the police? How has this 
come about and who is responsible? 

52.Can you give me some examples? Have you had any personal experiences of the 
police? 

53.How do you know about the relationship? What are your main sources of 
information? 

54.Do you think there are differences in the ways that the police treat black and white 
people? 

55.Did your personal experiences play a part in your decision to join the management 
committee? 

56.How can the BJP help to improve the relationship? Has it helped already? 

57. What other factors could help to improve the relationship? 

58.1s there anything else you feel its important for me to know when writing the 
evaluation report? Is there anything else you would like to add to the topics we have 
discussed? 
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Co-ordinator Interview Questions 

Personal 

1. When were you appointed co-ordinator of the BIP? 

2. How did you become involved with the BIP? 

3. Why did you decide to apply for the position of co-ordinator? 

4. Why is being the co-ordinator of the BIP worthwhile? What do you get out of it? 

The Volunteers and the Management Committee 

5. How many volunteers do you have awaiting core training? 

6. Why do you think the BJP has so successfully attracted and retained a large number 
of volunteers? 

7. Do you think the volunteers have an adequate say in the way the project is organised? 

8. Do you think the management committee has enough contact with the volunteers? 

9. Do you think you have enough contact with the volunteers? 

1 D.Do you feel that you can adequately represent the volunteers at management 
committee meetings? 

II.Do you think the management committee meets frequently enough? 

I2.How could the management committee improve its management of the project? 

13. Volunteer training issue: would it be better if the trainers were black? 

14.1s there anything else you would like to add about the volunteers and the 
management committee? 

The BJP: Organisational Issues 

IS.Where does the BIP's funding currently come from? 

I6.Why do you think the project has successfully secured this funding? 

I7.What in your opinion is the project's main strength(s)? 

IS.Does the project meet its aims and objectives? Do they need to be altered in any 
way? 

19.How do you see the project developing over the next couple of years? 

20.Why is the formation of partnerships desirable? 

2I.How could the BIP have an even greater impact in Sheffield? 

22.1s there anything else you would like to add about the BIP as an organisation? 
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HOAS Call-Outs 

23.How do you judge if a call-out has been successful? 

24.How have you generally got on with the detainees? Do any cases stick in your mind? 

25.Would you say that the custody officers make your job easier or more difficult? 

26.How in your opinion can the HOAS make the custody officer's job easier? 

27.Why is it beneficial for the volunteers to be trained as appropriate adults? 

28.1s it in the project's interests to become involved in supplying appropriate adults? 

29.1s it in the project's interests to become involved in supplying volunteers for the lay 
visitor's scheme? 

30.How could the administration of the HO AS be improved? 

31.1s there anything else you would like to add about the HOAS? 

Black People and the Police 

32.How do you see the relationship between black people and the police in Sheffield? 

33.How do you think the BJP can help to improve this relationship? Has it helped 
already? 

34.Why is it in police interests to continue to support the project? 

35.00 you think a change of chief constable will effect police support of the project? 

36.1s there anything else you want to add about the police and their support of the 
project? 

37.1s there anything else you feel its important for me to know when writing the 
evaluation report? Is there anything else you would like to add to the topics we have 
discussed? 
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Custody Officer Interview Questions 

Black Justice Project 

1. How long have you been a custody officer? 

2. When did you first hear about the existence of the BIP? 

3. Do you know how long its been running for? 

4. Do you know who funds it? 

5. Do you know who runs it? 

6. Do you know where its based? 

7. Do you know how long it will run for? 

8. Based on what you know about the BJP, what do you think the BJP is for? What 
does it help to do in Sheffield? 

9. In your opinion, approximately what percentage of police officers in Sheffield know 
about the Project? 

HOAS Call-Outs 

IO.Approximately how many times have you called out a volunteer on behalf of a 
detainee? or how much contact have you had with the volunteers? 

11. When do you decide to call out a volunteer? Why? 

12.Have there been any occasions when a volunteer has not been available to attend a 
call out? Have there been any occasions when you've been unable to contact BJP? 

I3.Who do you think the volunteers represent? 

14.How have you generally got on with them? 

15.Can you remember any of the times when you called out a volunteer? Do any cases 
stick in your mind? 

I6.Does calling out a volunteer make your job easier or more difficult? (Prompt for 
both) 

I7.How do police officers benefit from a volunteer's visit? 

I8.How could the volunteer's role be extended or changed m order to benefit 
everybody? 

19.How do detainees know about the BJP? Is it usually through yourselves or do they 
already have knowledge of the Project? 

20.What do you think are the main benefits for a detainee in requesting a volunteer's 
help? 

2I.Do you think black people in general benefit from the volunteer's visits? 

22.Do detainees ever reject your otTer to call out a volunteer? 

23.Why do you think they reject it? 

24.Have detainees ever made any comments to you about the BJP? 

25.Can you think of any situations where it would be inappropriate to use the BJP? 
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26.Do you think it would in any way be useful to have a BJP for white people? 

27.Do you think its fair to have a BJP for black people only? 

28.Is there anything else you would like to add about the volunteers and their role when 
attending call outs? 

Community and Identity 

29.When somebody talks about 'black' people, who do you think they are referring to? 

3D.The BJP uses the term 'black' to refer to all of the different racial groups in Sheffield. 
Is this OK or are there differences? 

31. What about Irish people? If an Irish person is detained, would you tell them about 
the BJP? 

32.The BJP has a couple of white volunteers. Do you think its OK for white people to 
volunteer for the BJP? For example, is it OK for white volunteers to represent the 
BJP on call-outs? 

33.Again, thinking of the different racial groups in Sheffield. do you see them as being 
completely separate or do you see them as having some interests in common? 

34.Do you think some racial groups have more of a say in Sheffield than others? 

35.Do you think some racial groups have more involvement with the police than others? 

36.Is the BJP of more use to some racial groups than to others? 

Black People and the Police 

37.Some research studies suggest that the relationship between black people and the 
police is hostile. Do you think this is fair? Is it the whole picture? 

38.How do you feel about the way the media portrays this relationship? 

39.What would you say are the main problems between the police and black people? 

4D.How do you think the black communities could help to improve this relationship? 

41.How do you think the police could help to improve this relationship? 

42.Do you think that the lines of communication between the police and the black 
communities are adequate? (Why) is communication difficult? 

43.Would improving the relationship in any way help to reduce crime? 

44.Do you think that the BJP has done or is doing anything to improve this relationship? 

45.Is there anything specific it could do in the future to help? 

46.Is there anything else you would like to add about the way you see police-black 
relations? 

47.Would you say that the BJP is necessary in Sheffield? 

48.What about the BJP in general? Is there anything else you think its important for me 
to know in writing the evaluation report? 
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Chief Constable Interview Questions 

Personal 

1. When did you first hear about the BJP? 

2. How did you become involved in its formation? 

3. How far would you say you were personally involved in its formation? 

4. Were you once involved in a similar project in London? Did this influence your 
decision to become involved? 

5. Did your previous experiences of policing within black communities play any part in 
your decision to become involved? 

6. Why did you ultimately decide to support the project? 

The BJP: Organisational Issues 

7. Do you think its important for local black people to form their own organisations like 
the BJP? 

8. What in your opinion does the project help to do in Sheffield? 

9. Is the project what you expected it to be? 

IO.Would you say the project is now a significant player on the local political scene? 

II.Why do you think the project has succeeded in this city in particular? 

I2.How do you see the project developing over the next 2-3 years? How could the 
project have a greater impact in Sheffield? 

The Help On Arrest Scheme 

13.What would you say is the main purpose of the project's HOAS? 

I4.How, in your opinion, does the HOAS benefit the custody officer? 

IS.How, in your opinion, does the HO AS benefit the prisoner? 

16.1 have discovered that some custody officers are reluctant to support the scheme. 
How can the project co-ordinators promote the HOAS to the custody officers more 
successfully? 

I7.What can police management do to promote the scheme to the custody officers? 

I8.How can the HOAS be altered or improved to benefit the custody officers? 

19.Do you think the HOAS is necessary? 
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Black Communities and the Police 

20.How do you see the current relationship between black people and the police in 
Sheffield? 

21.How can the BJP help to improve this relationship? 

22.Has it helped already? 

23.Do you think that certain black communities in Sheffield have more of a say with the 
police than others? 

24.Are there certain local black communities in particular that require the services of the 
BJP? e.g. Somalians. 

25.Do you think the resources allocated to operating the HOAS would be of better use 
elsewhere? 

26.Are you satisfied with the level of communication between the project and the 
police? 

27.Would you like to see South Yorkshire police become more involved with the 
project? (particularly in terms of the project's management). 

28.1s there anything else you would like to add to the topics we've discussed? 



1. Introduction 

The Black Justice Project 
Research Specification 

Appendix 1I:256 

The project will be undertaken by Joanne Britton, PhD student in the Department of 
Sociological Studies and Centre for Migration and Ethnicity Research, Sheffield 
University. Dr Simon Holdaway, Reader in Sociology and Joint-Director of the Centre 
will supervise the research and will be responsible for the completion of the work 
outlined. He will be the point of contact for enquiries about the progress and conduct of 
the research. 

The research is independently funded by a Sheffield University Postgraduate Scholarship 
and is basically undertaken as a PhD that will also form an evaluation of the Black 
Justice Project, to assist its development by the management committee. It is 
anticipated that the fieldwork will begin in late September/early October 1995. 

2. Methods of Research 

An interview survey of all volunteers will be conducted. This will deal, among other 
subjects, with volunteers' understandings of the objectives of the project; motivation to 
volunteer; perceptions of the main problems facing black and other persons held in 
custody; main problems encountered in delivering advice and other support to people 
held in custody; understandings of the nature of policing and criminal justice, not least 
how these subjects are of relevance to the situation of black people in contemporary 
Britain. The interviews will be conducted at times and places that suit the interviewees. 

An interview survey of a sample of custody officers. We will need to include mainly 
officers who can be expected to have information about the project but nevertheless 
retain control of the selection process. These interviews will consider the same subjects 
as those covered by the volunteer survey. 

Interviews with senior police officers responsible for policy and practice related to the 
work of the Black Justice Project. These will also cover the same subjects. 

Interviews with members of the project management committee and staff. Again, these 
will deal with matters of policy and perceived problems faced by volunteers, police 
officers and black people held in custody. 

If possible, interviews with a sample of black people who have been held in custody and 
received some service from a project volunteer. These will deal with problems faced; 
perceptions of police and criminal justice; the value of the service from the volunteer; 
and related matters. The interviews obviously need the full consent of the interviewee 
and will not be undertaken until we and project staff are satisfied that they do not feel 
compromised in any way. 

Ifpossible, it would be advantageous for Joanne to accompany some volunteers on visits 
to custody suites. Further arrangements would need to be made before this was feasible. 
She has undertaken all the training as a volunteer and already has an understanding of 
the purpose of the project. 

She would not, however, be a volunteer offering advice to a person held in custody. 
The purpose of the visits would be to gain insight into the immediate context of the 
provision of advice and other services to people held in custody, which would of course 
greatly enhance the quality of the research. 
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The research will be informed by a thorough literature review of relevant subjects and an 
analysis of the main policy documents relating to the work of the project. 

3. Access 

Volunteers will be invited to participate in an interview through a letter introducing the 
purpose of the research. It is anticipated that in August or thereabouts the project will 
inform volunteers of the impending survey and encourage participation. It is important 
to stress that all information provided by all interviewees wiII be regarded as confidential 
to Joanne Britton and Simon Holdaway. People will be quoted in the research 
dissertation and subsequent publications but complete anonymity is assured. 

Once agreement to the project has been granted by the management committee, South 
Yorkshire Police wiIl be approached and the most satisfactory means of access to 
custody officers discussed. Simon Holdaway has researched the police for many years 
and has good contacts in the force. 

As far as interviews with black people who have been held in custody are concerned, 
initial discussions will be undertaken between Joanne Britton and Max Ghani. Final 
decisions about the feasibility of the interviews will be made in due course. 

It is assumed that management committee members and staff are wiIIing to be 
interviewed. 

Other interviews with members of organisations and groups who may be relevant to the 
purposes of the project but are yet unidentified may also be undertaken. 

4. Publications 

It should be remembered that the framework of the project is a PhD. The dissertation 
wiIl eventuaIly be independently examined by two examiners of standing and therefore 
have to be of exceIlent quality before it is passed and placed in Sheffield University 
Library. No publications based on the research wiII be published until the PhD 
dissertation is completed. This wiIl be in 1997. 

As in interim measure it is anticipated that a short report of preliminary findings wiII be 
submitted to the management committee in October, 1996, or thereabouts. This will be 
a private document that wiII only be circulated to others by the decision of the 
management committee. A final report wiII be submitted on completion of the project. 

No publication will be submitted to any outlet until it has been seen and commented on 
by the Chair of the management committee, who may refer it to other members if 
considered necessary. 

Simon Holdaway 
3/95 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The evaluation of an organisation committed to the delivery of a service has a 
number of benefits. Evaluation provides a means of understanding the organisation's 
success and is also a way of monitoring undesirable policies and practices. Informed 
consideration of the project's future development also enables it to progress. The basic 
agreed objectives of this evaluation are to identifY the main strengths and weaknesses of 
the Black Justice Project and to consider its appropriate development over the next two 
to three years. 

1.2 This report is the product of an external evaluation of the project. An evaluation of 
this kind is desirable because the researcher's investigation is neutral and objective. The 
researcher is able to interview all relevant parties to the organisation without bias. 
Adequate internal evaluation is difficult in voluntary organisations due to restricted 
resources of time and labour. 

2. Executive Summary 

2.1 Research Objectives 

1. The research reported here was designed to identifY the main strengths and 
weaknesses of the Black Justice Project and to consider its appropriate development 
over the next two to three years. 

2.2 Methodology 

1. Interviewing was selected as the most appropriate research method to address the 
research objectives. 48 interviews were completed. These consisted of 12 police 
officers, 30 volunteers,S management committee members and the co-ordinator. 

Key findings 

2.3 The Volunteers: 

1. The project has 68 fully trained volunteers. This is due to a highly successful 
recruitment and retention strategy. The project successfully uses word-of-mouth as a 
primary recruitment method. Its under-stated approach to recruitment ensures that 
prospective volunteers are genuinely committed to the project's aims and objectives. 
Prospective volunteers receive detailed information about the project. This also helps 
to ensure that those who complete the core training are genuinely committed to the 
project's aims and objectives. 

2. Volunteers are flexibly committed to the project. This favourably influences the 
project's high retention rate. The project's programme of training also helps to 
ensure a high retention rate as it offers specific benefits to volunteers. 

3. The volunteers are a resource of the project. They are highly qualified and highly 
skilled and have a great deal to offer the project in terms of relevant knowledge and 
expertise. Their under-utilisation is, at present, a weakness. The volunteers' 
identified sense of isolation is another area of weakness to be addressed. 

2.4 Training: 

1. Training is regarded by all of the volunteers interviewed as a major strength of the 
project. 

2 
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2. The core training is a useful balance of theory and practice. 
3. Training is a strength of the project because it further secures the volunteers' 

commitment to its aims and objectives and ensures that they have necessary skills and 
knowledge. 

4. Refresher training is likely to be beneficial for established volunteers. 

2.5 The Help On Arrest Scheme (HOAS): 

1. The views of custody officers regarding the conduct of volunteers were generally 
favourable. 

2. The HOAS constitutes a comprehensive coping strategy for detainees in police 
custody. 

3. The HO AS also benefits the custody officer in particular and the police in general. 
4. Custody officers remain unconvinced that the HOAS is necessary. The project 

requires improved methods of communicating and marketing if the scheme is to 
continue. 

2.6 The Project's Management Committee: 

1. The management committee are professionally qualified in areas of employment 
relevant to the aims, objectives and management of the project. 

2. The timing and frequency of committee meetings is generally adequate. 
3. The practical functioning of management committee meetings is currently an area of 

weakness. 
4. Forming subcommittees to address specific issues is an area for further development. 
S. Expanding the management committee is an attractive option if approached with 

caution. 
6. Training to enhance management skills is also worthy of consideration. 
7. The on-going issue of incorporating volunteer representation at management level 

urgently requires a solution. 
8. Links between the management committee and the volunteers need to be improved. 

2.7 The Project's Co-ordinator: 

1. The co-ordinator is regarded by both the management committee and the volunteers 
as a significant strength of the project. 

2. The co-ordinator has established a good working relationship with relevant members 
of South Yorkshire police. 

3. The co-ordinator has also established important working relationships with the 
volunteers. 

4. The co-ordinator has developed a reliable rota system for the HOAS. 
5. The co-ordinator acts as a useful, unofficial representative of the volunteers at 

management committee meetings. 

2.8 The Aims and Objectives of the Project: 

1. The project fulfils a need that mainstream voluntary and statutory organisations 
neglect. 

2. The project provides help and support to black people in a difficult and stressful 
situation, it is a valuable source of information and advice and it monitors and, as a 
result, protects the rights of black people. 

3. The project contributes to the government's policy of a mixed economy of welfare. 
4. The project has the potential to improve the relationship between black people and 

the police. 
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5. The project's inclusive use of the term 'black' needs to be clearly defined and 
emphasised wherever appropriate. 

6. Defining which communities are in greatest need is a difficult and sensitive task that 
needs to be approached carefully. 

7. The project's policy of consulting local community organisations is good practice. 
8. Undertaking community-wide initiatives involves implementing a constitutional 

change within the project and should therefore be pursued with extreme caution. 
9. The project should pursue its current policy of shunning local politics and rejecting a 

pressure group strategy in order to continue the successful promotion of its 
independence. 

2.9 The Future 

1. Incorporating the appropriate adult role as part of the HOAS is worthwhile providing 
that the project secures additional funding and relevant support. 

2. A priority over the next two years is to consolidate and develop the role of the 
assistant co-ordinator. 

3. Designating the training of the new administration assistant as a priority is of 
significant benefit in the long term. 

4. Seeking additional funding for the project will remain a priority over the next two to 
three years. This funding needs to be sought with the project's long-term objectives 
in mind. 

3. Research Methods 

3.1 The researcher has successfully completed an Economic and Social Research 
Council accredited training course as part of a PhD at Sheffield University. She has 
similar research experience of two other comparable external evaluations. As part of the 
research, the researcher trained as a volunteer for the Black Justice Project and 
subsequently attended meetings and social events held for the volunteers. 

3.2 Four parties involved with the project contributed to the evaluation. First, 30 
volunteers at the project were interviewed. Second, interviews took place with 12 
South Yorkshire police officers. This included 8 custody officers, an inspector 
responsible for two of the four custody suites in Sheffield, a 'minorities' officer, a 
member of the criminal justice administration department and the chief constable. Third, 
5 members of the project's management committee were interviewed. This included the 
chair-person, the treasurer and the probation service representative. Fourth, the 
project's co-ordinator was also interviewed. 

3.3 The interviews were semi-structured. This means that although a standard 
interview schedule was administered to respondents, it included open-ended questions 
enabling them to explain and expand upon their views. All of the interviews were tape­
recorded. 

3.4 The interviews were treated as confidential. In addition to this, the anonymity of 
respondents is respected, as far as possible, throughout the report. 

This report has been written for the management committee and the co-ordinators of the 
Black Justice Project. It is distributed to other interested parties solely at their 
discretion. 
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The main research findings are emphasised in bold type throughout the report. 

4. The Volunteers 

4.1 The substantial volunteer base from which the project operates is an 
important strength. It ensures that there is plenty of available labour to cover essential 
rota duties. The volunteer base arises from the project's impressive recruitment and 
retention rate of volunteers. It currently has 68 fully-trained and operational 
volunteers. In addition to this it has 16-20 volunteers awaiting core training. Only 5 
volunteers have formally left the project since the inception of the Help On Arrest 
Scheme. These volunteers have obtained employment away from Sheffield. 

4.2 The project successfully uses word-of-mouth as a primary recruitment 
method. 11 of the volunteers first received information about the project informally 
from the co-ordinator (Max): 

"I know Max, I knew him before that, and he actually formed the BJP. 
And, if I remember correctly, he actually phoned me and asked if I was 
interested. So that's how I found out. I didn't actually read about it or 
anything" . 

"I think Max asked me if I'd be interested. I think Max put it to me. I 
studied with Max years and years ago now so I knew him from before". 

1 0 of the volunteers initially heard about the project from family or friends who had 
either volunteered or had heard about it during the course of their voluntary or paid 
work: 

"Through my brother. My brother is a volunteer. He got some 
information and he decided that he wants to be a volunteer. So he told 
me about it and I thought well I'd like to do it so I got in touch with 
Max". 

Only 5 of the volunteers interviewed first learned of the project through advertising in 
local community centres and newspapers. This has implications for future recruitment 
initiatives. It is unnecessary to allocate significant resources to recruitment 
advertising when existing members of the project represent a reliable source of 
new volunteers. 

4.3 The following quotes demonstrate that the project has adopted an under-stated 
approach to recruitment: 

"I came down and he (Max) explained to me what it was about; you 
know I got further information. Then we kept in touch or whatever. 
Any new information that came out about it, he posted it to me. And 
then he informed us that there were training courses taking place. And 
then I just put myself on a training course". 

"He (Max) told me he was getting this project organised, whether I 
was interested or not, and just gave me an application form. I went for 
an interview and took it from there really". 
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"Max knew that I was interested in things like that anyway and he left 
some leaflets about the training and the volunteering aspect of it as well". 

Volunteering for the project is partly dependent upon the prospective 
volunteer's actions rather than an explicitly aggressive recruitment strategy. This 
helps to ensure commitment and thus facilitates an impressive retention rate. The co­
ordinator explains: 

"Those people who weren't sure about it never return the application 
form and those are usually the ones who would have left fairly quickly. 
The ones that do return the application form have done it through their 
own choice, not because we've been pestering them, and therefore they 
are committed". 

4.4 Prospective volunteers receive detailed information about the project before 
completing the core training. This contributes to the high retention rate because they 
are aware of the project's purpose and their potential contribution to it before they agree 
to volunteer: 

"Max explained to me and to all the volunteers, before we actually 
joined, exactly what the Black Justice Project was about and exactly 
what it did. We weren't given any false expectations". 

"When I first came to see Max, he explained what it did and he 
explained everything in detail. So I already, from the time of our 
meeting, knew what it was gonna be about and that's it really because it 
hasn't really changed". 

It is good practice to brief prospective volunteers. It helps to ensure that those 
who complete the core training are genuinely committed to the project's aims and 
objectives. 

4.5 Flexible commitment is a key feature of volunteering for the project: 

"And the other thing is its not as much commitment. You're not 
committed where you feel that right I've got so much for this month or 
week or whatever, but its not that. So its flexible, you can volunteer for 
the day or for the week or for the hours or whatever". 

The following comment highlights the importance of flexibility: 

"I'm living here, everyone's living here, we've got our own things to 
do. Its voluntary work. It is voluntary work on a part-time basis, do you 
know what I mean? You want to do your own thing, other things". 

Retaining a policy of flexible commitment is likely to become increasingly difficult if 
the volunteer's role is diversified to include additional responsibilities. It is imperative 
that available means of maintaining flexible commitment are considered. One 
realisable objective is to further expand the volunteer base to include those 
currently awaiting core training. This will help to ensure that there are plenty of 
volunteers available to share rota duties. 
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4.6 The project's programme of training offers specific benefits to volunteers in 
terms of both their personal development and intrinsic satisfaction: 

"I think its you get a lot of satisfaction personally. You gain more 
skills and it looks good on your Cv. And it should help you personally, 1 
think, work-wise. 1 know 1 would be lying if 1 said 1 was doing it 
specifically for young people because I am doing it for the experience as 
well; ifI want to go into that field of work". 

"I like it, 1 enjoy it, its stimulating ... I'm just sort of waiting for 
somebody to call". 

The volunteers gain from the project whilst their work benefits others. This 
research finding is a potentially useful contribution to future recruitment 
initiatives and provides another reason for the high retention rate of volunteers. 

4.7 The management committee and co-ordinator acknowledge the importance of the 
volunteers as a resource and therefore as a strength of the project. One 
management committee member commented: 

"The volunteers are a huge, massive, perhaps the biggest resource that 
we have as a black community organisation and the number and quality 
of people and the skills that they have, you know, its just absolutely 
outstanding. I can't think of another organisation like it". 

This acknowledgement is supported by the research findings. First, the following 
table demonstrates that 17 out of the 30 (57%) volunteers interviewed have either 
completed or are completing degree courses. 

Law 
Other subjects 

Total 

Graduates 
4 
8 
12 

l !nder 'aduales 
2 
3 
5 

Total 
6 
11 
17 

Second, community and social work feature significantly in the paid employment of 
12 of the 30 (40%) volunteers. Third, 9 (30%) of the volunteers are in professional or 
managerial positions. These three research findings reveal that the volunteers are 
highly qualified and highly skilled. They have a great deal to offer the project in 
terms of relevant knowledge and expertise. The following quotes are typical of the 
volunteers' reasons for offering their services: 

"In a way I feel its a sense of duty because I have perhaps a little bit 
more knowledge. That's it, a sense of duty. I think in a sense it has a lot 
to do with why I've taken up the legal profession anyway. 1 think its just 
to make people a little bit more knowledgeable about their rights". 

" ". to offer my services basically, the training I've been given, to the 
people out there. You just take it for granted that 'cause you know your 
rights everyone else knows them; but they don't you know", 
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4.8 It is in the project's interests to utilise the volunteers' skills and expertise 
efficiently. The following volunteers expect their services to be utilised more frequently 
and in different ways: 

"The only thing 1 thought there'd be much more. We'd be really 
involved, we'd get a lot of calls. It would be really busy". 

"What I didn't sort of catch onto was I thought it would be more in 
the way of like following up work. Something like taking on cases and 
all of that. Unfortunately it wasn't". 

"I think the volunteers should be a lot more involved in getting the 
project publicised. He (Max) goes into schools. I know sometimes he 
can't, but ifhe paid volunteers expenses and said would you like to come 
to the school to give a talk then volunteers would be involved you know? 
Or volunteers doing a newsletter, volunteers doing posters, get them 
involved in it". 

At present, under-utilisation is a weakness of the project. There is potential for 
the knowledge and expertise of specific volunteers to be utilised more effectively. 
For example, those educated to degree level in law may be able to act in an advisory 
capacity to those groups the project seeks to help. Volunteers with experience of 
community work may be able to liaise with target groups with whom they are familiar. 

4.9 The nature of the work undertaken by the project's volunteers dictates that they 
usually work alone. Reducing the volunteers' sense of isolation is a useful way of 
retaining their enthusiasm for and commitment to the project. The following 
requests for more information are representative of the volunteers views in general: 

"Probably, after every three months, if they sent a bulletin out to all 
the volunteers telling them exactly what has been done, how many cases 
have been reported or just sending them a case out. A case that they'd 
come across and telling them how it had been dealt with. Its always nice 
to read about a difficult situation that arises and how its handled". 

"I suppose the only thing that I had thought of and I think I've said it 
already is about not knowing what the other people in the project are 
doing. You know I think to myself is this the same for everybody that 
they may not get a call for months on end? How many people do we 
see? Just information really". 

Producing a quarterly newsletter would serve three useful purposes. One, the 
volunteers sense of isolation is reduced. Two, volunteers are utilised more effectively if 
they become involved in its production. Three, important information regarding the 
project's development can be effectively disseminated. 
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5. The Volunteers' Training 

5.1 The training is regarded by all of the volunteers interviewed as a major 
strength of the project. The following two quotes are indicative of their comments: 

"I think the training was very well organised and very well timed. It 
was geared to people irrespective of their level". 

"You went in there and you found out the ins and outs and they made 
it, it was very interesting, very informative. I actually came away from 
there actually remembering a lot. It was good". 

5.2 The core training is a useful balance of theory and practice. This ensures that 
each volunteer is equipped with the required basic knowledge and skills regardless of 
their level of relevant experience: 

"I think a lot of it was the actual, the imprisonment laws and things 
like that. Stop and search and things like that which, not being a lawyer 
type person, I didn't really know that much about. So that was one 
thing. Also, the rights that you have or you don't have". 

"It gave me confidence especially when dealing with this institution 
which can be intimidating. Knowing that I could deal with the situations 
in an assertive, confident way because I have the knowledge to do so. 
Yes, confidence was the most important thing". 

The training also ensures that volunteers conduct themselves in an appropriate 
manner as representatives of the Black Justice Project: 

"I think the most important one for me .,. was knowing what you 
could and couldn't do especially in the police station. 'Cause I think 
there were some of us that had these grand ideas about what we were 
and weren't gonna do down at the police station and it was important to 
realise what you can and can't do". 

However, it is almost three years since the first group of volunteers attended core 
training. It is pertinent to consider if refresher training is required in order to 
maintain the standard of service. Consultation with the first group of volunteers will 
determine if this is necessary. 

5.3 The trainers succeeded in clearly articulating a great deal of information in a 
restricted amount of time: 

"They came across very well and they explained things that we didn't 
understand; they explained things in detail. 1 was quite impressed with 
them". 

"I think the trainers were quite good actually. 1 think the trainers got 
the information across fairly well, you know, in the short amount of 
time". 

It is worth noting that 5 volunteers (17%) mentioned the desirability of having 
black trainers: 
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"I did raise some questions as to why there were white trainers rather 
than black you know, because its a Black Justice Project. And again, and 
for me, with it being such a project, one thing's got to feed the other and 
its got to really get back to the black community". 

"If you've not got black trainers, it can't obviously be from a black 
perspective" . 

This is not an issue of major significance because the remaining 25 volunteers (83%) 
agreed that the skills and ability of the trainers are more important. The existing trainers 
are undoubtedly satisfactory. It is, however, appropriate to consider the volunteers' 
preferences for black trainers when addressing other training needs in the future. 

5.4 The Black Justice Project also benefits from the training because it secures the 
volunteers' commitment to its aims and objectives. Volunteers subsequently regard 
themselves as representatives of the project and act accordingly: 

"I see myself as representing the Black Justice Project. Whatever 1 
do, 1 try and do in an accurate and effective manner 'cause, at the end of 
the day, any mistakes that 1 do effect the reputation of the BJP". 

The volunteers' commitment is further secured because the training reassures them 
that they will receive adequate support from other members of the project: 

"Knowing that we're there as a group and you'd got the support of 
the group and that's the best thing that 1 found. Even though you're 
volunteering and you might be on the phone and in a situation on your 
own, you know that, as a group, somebody will be on the other end of a 
phone if you begin to struggle". 

The above research findings confirm that training is a considerable strength of the 
project with identifiable benefits for both volunteers and the organisation more 
generally. 

6. The Help On Arrest Scheme 

6.1 The views of the custody officers regarding the conduct of volunteers were 
generally favourable. They noted in particular the professionalism of volunteers: 

"On the couple of occasions when I've spoken to them, they've 
seemed to produce themselves well. They've provided me with 
identification. Yeah, 1 mean the contact that I've had on the couple of 
occasions has been very good". 

"He's come in and had a chat and allayed their fears and done a few 
errands for them so that's about it. 1 haven't got any further comments. 
1 mean he hasn't hindered me in my work or the investigating officer's". 

One custody officer expressed a concern about the attitude of a volunteer he 
encountered: 

"He said 'yes but 1 know these things don't happen' so 1 says 'well 
look take it from me this happens. You know, if you've got a complaint 
you know where to go and do it' and then 1 told him to leave the police 
station. I'm not having somebody shouting at me at the desk". 
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At present, there is no formal system whereby custody officers can feed back their 
concerns to the project. As a result, this custody officer's concern was neither reported 
or corroborated. A solution to this oversight is suggested in subsection 5.5. 

6.2 The HOAS constitutes a comprehensive coping strategy for detainees in police 
custody. There are four elements to this strategy. One, it is a source of practical 
assistance for the detainee: 

"There was one occasion where he came, went and took his key down 
to the house, took his dog out, because the chap was concerned about his 
dog and fed and watered it. That's basically what he wanted him to do 
as regards help". (police officer) 

"All I had to do was make contact with the solicitor and also contact 
family and getting information back from the solicitor to the family to 
make sure everything was OK". (volunteer) 

Two, it is an information provider: 

"They don't have no clue of what they're supposed to do in a police 
cell and they suddenly call someone from the Black Justice programme. I 
usually go through with them what their rights are, what they should do, 
and these are the people who appreciate you most". (volunteer) 

Three, the volunteer acts as an intermediary between the custody officer and the 
detainee: 

"They may then think well the police have said they've rung them and 
they've put everything down on paper but there's obviously mistrust 
there so I think that if they know that the solicitor's been informed its 
another life-line to them in't it?" (police officer) 

"If its someone who's been locked up for a long time, if I get some 
answers from the custody sergeant, when they'll be interviewed, when 
they'll be released. You communicate that to the people who are 
detained there and they would appreciate that". (volunteer) 

Four, it reassures and reduces the fears of the detainee: 

"Somebody who's here for the first time and genuinely fears what 
might happen 'cause you've got your misconceptions from the television 
or the paper. Then I accept that in those instances some additional help 
might be of benefit to them and indeed us because if we get a volunteer 
they can help calm the individual down". (police officer) 

"When I saw her she was really you know tense and really unhappy 
and frightened you know. So I relieved a lot of that oiTher". (volunteer) 

These examples demonstrate that the police officers and volunteers are in broad 
agreement regarding the main strengths of the HOAS in terms of assisting the 
detainee. 
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6.3 The HOAS also benefits the custody officer in four main ways. First it reduces 
the number of tasks for the custody officer to complete: 

"It takes some of the pressure off in terms of the volunteers go and do 
some of the work that otherwise the custody sergeants would have to do 
or other police officers would have to do". (co-ordinator) 

Two examples of this are provided in subsection 5.2 (1). Second, it enables the 
officer to communicate more satisfactorily with the detainee by reducing tension and 
increasing trust. 

"If the person who I was booking in is obstructive or didn't want to 
co-operate with what I was saying to 'em. Then if this volunteer was 
here or came and talked to them and calmed them down, then that would 
be a good advantage to me". (police officer) 

"I came back and the custody sergeant said 'thanks' and I said 'what 
for?' He said 'he's calmed down, we can actually go in there and hold a 
conversation with him' and he says 'now that we're holding a 
conversation with him, I think we'll probably release him before the 
solicitor gets here". (co-ordinator) 

Third, this reduces the potential for legitimate complaint against the officer. The 
chief constable recognises this benefit to the custody officer: 

"It should allow the custody officers during the course of their duty to 
be seen as thoroughly above board and professional and if that is later 
questioned it should be a reference point to the custody officer. In others 
words its an avowal of professional duty". 

As the chief constable notes, the HOAS provides evidence that the police treat 
detainees correctly. From the volunteers' perspective, the scheme provides a means of 
examining the procedures of the police: 

"At the end of the day, you're still making a note of it. The 
information's still coming back here and that the police still know you've 
come out. Its still keeping that little check isn't it?" 

Fourth, the scheme benefits South Yorkshire police more generally because it 
supports their policy of honesty and openness. The HOAS enables members of the 
public to view the usually closed world of policing: 

"I think the police force benefits if we can open doors to people and 
allow them to come in even as a lay visitor or whatever and see that 
they're actually tret properly; because there's a lot of mythology". (police 
officer) 

"I do understand the reason for it and if it makes people you know see 
that we don't like push them through the door and kick hell out of 'em 
and then stick 'em in a cell and then hold them down and all these sort of 
horror stories that I think people have". (police officer) 

The HOAS therefore has a number of considerable strengths in terms of both 
assisting custody officers during the course of their duty and improving the 
public's image of policing. 
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6.4 The custody officers, however, remain unconvinced that the HOAS is 
necessary. This is a significant weakness of the HOAS. They refer to the perception 
that it is special treatment for black detainees: 

"I can't see why black people should be given this additional privilege, 
shall we say, when everybody else isn't. We're all the same people and 
we've all got the same rights. So just because they're black, or come 
from ethnic minorities, why should they be given this extra privilege over 
and above white people?" 

"We've had one or two, especially Asians, who are very cut up about 
it. You know they say well you know you're totally implying that I can't 
look after myself; that I'm not intelligent enough to look after myself". 

Furthermore, there is evidence that certain custody officers no longer advise 
black detainees about the scheme. The officers were asked how detainees receive 
information about the HOAS: 

"From the picture on the wall as they come in ... we tend to rely on 
their eyes". 

"There are notices up, we haven '/ actually got any at the moment, but 
when it first started we gave every person from an ethnic background a 
leaflet as well as the rights leaflet which is just a small copy of the 
notice". 

"There's a notice displayed in the cell area about it which is where 
they're booked in". 

The custody officers' responses indicate that their co-operation cannot be ensured 
unless they receive additional information regarding the purpose of and reasons for the 
project. 

6.5 The weaknesses highlighted above need to be addressed if the HOAS is to 
continue. The following list is a suggestion for an action plan. It highlights the need 
for improved methods of communicating and marketing: 

1. Ensure that each of the four custody suites in Sheffield has a new supply of posters 
and leaflets. 

2. Establish a method for custody officers to feed back their views of specific cases to 
the project. For example, this could entail devising an optional case form for custody 
sergeants to complete and return to the project following a volunteer's visit. 
3. Liaise with key members of South Yorkshire police's criminal justice administration 
department in order to discuss ways of disseminating further information about the 
project to custody officers. This may involve the project's co-ordinators meeting again 
with representatives of the four custody suites in order to promote the scheme. 
4. Explore the possibility of submitting an article about the project to the police's 
internal newspaper: 

"Whether it would benefit from a feature in shall we say our in-service 
newspaper. That might be an advantage". (chief constable) 
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7. The Project's Management Committee 

7.1 The management committee members interviewed are professionally qualified 
in areas of employment relevant to the aims, objectives and management of the 
project. They are a senior careers advisor, a youth and community officer, a community 
safety officer, a probation officer and a senior probation officer. They represent a 
potential strength of the project because they have a variety of management and social 
work skills as well as detailed knowledge of the criminal justice system. 

7.2 The management committee members agree that the timing and frequency of 
committee meetings is generally adequate: 

"The organisation can always improve if you had more people doing 
the ground-work but, knowing the limitations and constraints that people 
have got, its enough for the time being". 

"On balance, I think so yes. I think its probably impractical to get 
people together more than once a month in the normal run of things". 

The committee members do, however, acknowledge that a monthly meeting is, on 
occasion inadequate. This weakness can be overcome by forming subcommittees to 
address specific issues as they arises: 

"I think we have worked that, when there have been things that have 
been particularly difficult and problematic, we try to meet either for 
longer or try to throw in an extra meeting to try and deal with that". 

"We could work better if we formed small sub-groups in twos or 
threes and we had specific task to do. And so an example would be, 
where we have been able to work more effectively, is when we had to 
actually recruit an assistant co-ordinator. So we did basically form a 
small sub-group ... it takes a lot of time but we were able to actually 
recruit, design and plan the recruitment process". 

Forming a subcommittee is particularly advantageous as each management committee 
member has specific skills to contribute. This means that the composition of each 
subcommittee changes as available skills are matched with the task at hand. It also 
facilitates the designation of tasks which in turn ensures that each issue is addressed 
more quickly and comprehensively. 

7.3 The practical functioning of management committee meetings is currently an 
area of weakness. This is effectively summarised by one committee member: 

"It could be a lot more organised. We're not terribly good at sticking 
to the business. We're appalling at starting meetings on time and we're 
all busy people but we waste time by that ... I mean like in lots and lots of 
meetings we don't link terribly well from one meeting to another. We 
very rarely get minutes of the previous meeting before the next meeting 
so, if you've gone away and forgotten what you're supposed to do, 
you've got no reminder, nobody prompts". 

These weaknesses can be addressed by: 
1. Reconsidering the most appropriate timing of meetings in order to minimise the 

potential for late arrivals and absences. 
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2. Ensuring that the minutes of previous meetings are sent to committee members at 
least a week before the next meeting. This increases the likelihood that tasks 
allocated to particular members are completed. 

3. Designating a chairperson at the start of each committee meeting to ensure 
satisfactory time-keeping. 

7.4 Expanding the management committee is an attractive option for three main 
reasons. One, it enables the committee to increase and consolidate its level of skill and 
expertise. Two, it increases the number of individuals available to form subcommittees 
and thus aids the allocation of tasks. This will help to overcome the following weakness 
identified by the committee members interviewed: 

"I mean some of the problems have been with the management 
committee when we all decide that we can't turn up or whatever. One 
minute we have a management committee and the next minute none of us 
is available". 

Three, it provides an opportunity to create links with existing or potential partners in 
Sheffield. Potential partners include black community organisations with an active 
interest in criminal justice issues and appropriate departments within the local authority: 

"We want to look at the stakeholders within the black communities 
and get people involved~ and stakeholders could include statutory bodies 
like probation, social services, but mainly community organisations. 
That's a whole other area of representation". 

The expansion of the management committee is desirable if it is approached 
with caution. Existing management committee members need to carefully assess the 
extent to which each potential committee member contributes to the project's image, 
aims and objectives. Retaining the project's independent status is an important factor in 
this assessment. 

7.5 Training to enhance management skills is also worth considering: 

··Regular training of all management committees is important even if 
its training to enhance the skills they've already got or to give them new 
skills ... if you look at the bigger picture, it may help in a lot more ways 
than they actually think it does. I mean that's usually the falling point in a 
lot of the voluntary sector organisations, management committee 
members don't go through training". 

Management committee members are likely to benefit from training that reflects their 
particular area of responsibility within the project. For example, budgeting and funding 
are two key management responsibilities for which training may prove useful. 
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7.6 Volunteers have elected representatives to attend management committee meetings. 
Due to a number of difficulties, including a Home Office ruling regarding the acceptable 
membership of the committee, the elected volunteers have yet to attend any. The issue 
of incorporating volunteer representation at management level is now urgent and 
needs to be resolved quickly. This involves considering whether new elections are 
necessary. 

7.7 The volunteers' knowledge ofthe management committee is very limited. The 
following quotes are typical of their comments: 

"I don't know much about the management committee. I don't know 
them that well and I haven't really been in touch with them ... I don't 
know, I've never been given a list of the management committee and 
what they do or whatever. Its something that we've not been given the 
information about". 

"I haven't had much contact with the management committee 
personally or very, very little ... as to the actual working of the project, 
I'm not sure as to how the management committee actually fit in". 

The volunteers expressed a need to have more contact with and information 
about the committee: 

"There would probably have been a fair number of volunteers who 
didn't know the management team and we asked for their presence just, 
you know, to stick their heads round the training room door for five 
minutes and they wouldn't even do that". 

The volunteers' needs can be addressed in three ways. These will also serve to 
demonstrate the committee's commitment to the project. One, designated members of 
the management committee can attend training sessions for the specific purpose of 
meeting volunteers. Two, committee members can train to be volunteers (two members 
are already trained in this capacity). This serves an additional function as the co­
ordinator explained: 

"If for any reason a volunteer gets arrested or detained, 1 don't want 
another volunteer to try and go and get that person out. ... I mean its 
never happened so far but ... I would go out and deal with something like 
that. Supposing the police didn't recognise my authority, we need the 
management committee to be able to be there for emergencies only". 

Three, one committee member can be elected as a direct point of contact for 
volunteers. This is particularly important whilst the issue of volunteer representation 
remains problematic. 

The above research findings reveal that the management committee has the 
potential to be a major strength of the project. However, further development of 
the committee is both necessary and possible. 

8. The Project's Co-ordinator 

Note: the Black Justice Project has recently appointed an assistant co-ordinator who 
has yet to complete her probationary period. The following research findings therefore 
refer exclusively to the co-ordinator. 
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8.1 The co-ordinator is regarded by both the management committee and the 
volunteers as a significant strength of the project: 

"The specific contribution of Max as a development worker is 
immeasurable really. Even when, at times, when the management 
committee wasn't functioning in the way that it should have done, Max 
has, well 'development worker' at the time never did his role justice. 
He's now project co-ordinator but that was just a change in title. He's 
basically done that from virtually day one". (committee member) 

"I would say, with no biases, Max, he takes his work very seriously. 
He works hard. I've seen him work till late at night and, not only that, 
the way he organises things. He looks ahead ... 1 mean, Max, 1 know he 
worked hard for it and that's the reason 1 think its worth being part of 
this organisation". (volunteer) 

8.2 The co-ordinator has established a good working relationship with relevant 
members of South Yorkshire police. This has involved successfully promoting the 
project's independence. Here a minorities officer explains how he described the co­
ordinator to other police officers: 

"Somebody said 'who is Max Ghani?' I said he's an Asian bloke who 
works for the Black Justice Project and I said he's not politically 
motivated or anything like that. I said he's just doing his job. 'Oh that's 
alright then'. And they trusted me to talk about him and because I've 
told them exactly what I thought about him, and what his reasons were, 
they were alright". 

Successfully promoting the project's independence is crucial because it ensures 
that both the police and black community groups are willing to co-operate with 
and make use of the project. 

8.3 The co-ordinator has also established important working relationships with 
the volunteers. He is a source of support because they understand him to be accessible 
and dependable. It is important to appreciate that a reliable form of support is essential 
due to the sensitive and difficult nature of the tasks performed by the volunteers: 

"We can always get help and support instantly, what we need any 
time, through Max ... We have direct access to constant support, you 
know, so that's never a problem. I mean if the volunteers were told to 
just go away and sort the project out, then that would be a different issue 
and we would face problems". 

"I know if I've got any problems I'd ring Max and Max is a volunteer 
as well himself, as well as being the project co-ordinator". 

The last comment refers to the fact that the co-ordinator undertakes volunteering 
duties when volunteers are unavailable. This demonstrates his commitment to the 
project and is of crucial practical importance because it means that there is always 
somebody available to attend call-outs. As a result, a reliable' rota system is a major 
strength of the project. It is in the project's interests that this good practice is 
continued. 
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8.4 Whilst the issue of volunteer representation on the management committee remains 
unresolved, the co-ordinator acts as a useful, unofficial representative of the 
volunteers. One committee member commented: 

"I think Max will always take care to represent the views of the 
volunteers. I think that has been good in so far as its gone. I think 
probably the volunteers have more influence than they perceive 
themselves to have". 

The co-ordinator is therefore a strength of the project due to his evident 
commitment to and development of its aims and objectives. Any changes of project 
personnel in the future should reflect the level of commitment and inter-personal skills 
required to fulfil the job description. 

9. The Aims and Objectives of the project 

9.1 The project's aims and objectives are based upon the informed assumption 
that black people's experiences of criminal justice are negative when compared to 
those of white people. Two management committee members explain: 

"Its been shown conclusively that black people are discriminated 
against, by the home office and university researchers. So there's no 
question on that. The issue then becomes how do you redress it?" 

"The overall aim of the project is to, in any way it can, address the 
generally negative experiences of the black community of any contact 
with the criminal justice system in any situation really". 

9.2 In practical terms, the volunteers agree that a strength of the project is to fulfil a 
need that mainstream voluntary and statutory organisations neglect: 

"In an ideal world they shouldn't have to rely on solely black 
organisations. They should be able to go to a central place purely 
because the level of trust is such that it doesn't matter whether the 
organisation is predominately black or predominately white. So long as 
the organisation is doing a good job for whoever needs it; but its not an 
ideal world". 

"Personally 1 think the mainstream, well community or statutory, 
bodies or whatever actually fall short in meeting the needs of the black 
community" . 

This view is supported by the co-ordinator's experiences: 

"A lot of people say 'thank you' but quite often its the way they say 
thank you. And its almost like, if you look at them, its like we were the 
last resort. they'd been to other organisations and been referred on. 
They'd come to us and we'd helped them out". 
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9.3 The volunteers identified the project's three key functions, each of which serves to 
fill a gap in mainstream and statutory service provision. One, the project provides help 
and support to black people in a difficult and stressful situation: 

"Supporting black people and their families, friends, partners etc., 
having to come up against the police, the courts, all the legal things. And 
also being involved with other groups in the community. Its got those 
type of concerns". 

"Like helping ethnic minorities really. I just feel that knowing that 
there's a project like this, people know, ethniclblack minorities know, 
that there's actually a group of people that are there to actually help them 
with any kind of problem to do with the police or whatever". 

Two, it is a valuable source of information and advice for black people. 

"Its just helping people to know what their rights are and helping each 
other through difficult times". 

"So far ... its access to justice really. Its being there on the end of a 
phone. Its being there to see people". 

"A lot of the volunteers are also youth workers and they've taken this 
knowledge back to their communities. So the Black Justice Project's 
been a good way of passing on information and improving things that 
way as well". 

Three, it monitors and, as a result, protects the rights of black people: 

"We're there to ensure that any of you're rights aren't infringed". 

"From the start, I've always seen it as being a sort of monitoring 
operation of the police. OK? That's how I've always seen this project". 

By filling an identifiable gap in service provision, the project demonstrates its 
contribution to the government's continuing general policy of a mixed economy of 
welfare. This considerable strength of the project can be highlighted in future funding 
proposals. 

9.4 The project's key functions serve an additional purpose because they have the 
potential to improve the relationship between black people and the police. First, 
the police officers' positive contact with volunteers has recognisable benefits: 

"Its helping to prevent friction from the start by going there and in 
that sense improving the relationship with the police. Because the police 
are having to work with more black people and deal with them and, if 
they've got any negative perceptions, it gets rid of them" . 

Second, it contributes to the efforts of the police to reduce both the number of 
complaints received and general hostility: 

"I think the policies that the police have now that if they can be spared 
any trouble and any aggression and any focus that's detrimental ... It 
shows in a way that they're allowing personal interviews with detainees. 
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The amount of information they're actually giving to the volunteers when 
they actually meet people". 

Third. the police obtain credibility because the HO AS provides them with an 
opportunity to demonstrate that their conduct is acceptable: 

"In terms of the detainees or their families. their view is quite often 
that the police are over there and black communities are over here and 
there's nothing in between. And what this is. is a scheme that is bridging 
the gap right so then. on quite a few occasions. if their son or daughter 
has been treated reasonably well. they come away thinking well actually 
all these things I heard about the police. maybe its not all true". (co­
ordinator) 

Improving the relationship between black people and the police is not one of the 
project's explicit aims. It is, however, a strength with benefits for both parties 
involved. 

9.5 The project aims to include all of the diverse minority ethnic groups in 
Sheffield. However, the term 'black' fails to reflect this intention. It is a source of 
confusion and is thus a potential weakness of the project. The following quotes are 
derived from interviews with the custody officers: 

"Black to a police officer means exactly that, the colour black, which 
is by and large Afro-Caribbean or Somalian or whatever". 

"I'd say black would be talking about Afro-Caribbeans, people of 
mixed race and people of Asian but not necessarily Chinese; I don't know 
why but not Chinese". 

The project does in fact include the Chinese within its definition of 'black'. This 
confusion is extended to the issue of Irish inclusion: 

"I fail to see how Irish people could fit into that kind of category of a 
minority group". 

"Unless its specifically talking about travellers, gypsies, then fair 
enough. Then you could say that they are a group who are a minority 
within the overall society ... but you're gonna have to be quite specific 
talking about travellers, gypsies, whatever you want to call them; rather 
than Irish". 

The custody officers' interpretations have important practical implications in that they 
will fail to advise certain detainees who are entitled to the project's assistance. It is 
essential that all of the agencies involved fully understand which groups the 
project aims to serve and why. This should be clearly stated in all of the project's 
literature and correspondence where appropriate. In particular, the custody officers 
require a formal statement of this kind. 

9.6 The above subsection indicates that the project seeks to include diverse interests 
groups within its aims and objectives. However. the management committee 
members acknowledge that they should not neglect to target the project's resources: 

"My worry I suppose is that it will try. because all of a sudden there's 
money and there's another worker, that we'll end up trying to do an 
awful lot over a very wide range of things and not retain a focus". 
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"It is quite easy to take on all the needs of all communities ... But I 
think we actually need to remain focused and target those communities in 
the greatest need". 

Defining 'those communities in greatest need' is a difficult and sensitive task 
which needs to be approached carefully. It is crucial that the project makes informed 
decisions when prioritising groups requiring its support. This is acknowledged by one 
committee member: 

"Not all communities are able to establish links in the same way with 
statutory organisations and campaigning and things like that. But the 
classic one who's often over-looked in terms of services is the Chinese 
community. A lot of assumptions are made about self- reliance and stuff 
like that". 

This means that the project's policy of consulting local community organisations 
is good practice and allocating resources for this purpose is appropriate. It ensures 
that the project's resources are targeted efficiently and enables the project to justify its 
support of particular groups. 

9.7 The following comments reveal that the project has the potential to provide 
services for the community as a whole: 

"If a white person did phone, you know, I don't think it would stop 
anyone. It wouldn't stop ME from going out. At the end of the day, I'm 
still gonna get the experience, you know, and I'm still giving a helping 
hand so it don't make no difference". (volunteer) 

"What I wouldn't actually support is us spending a year servicing 
purely white organisations. But I don't mind if there are particular issues 
that are facing the broader community at particular times that we can 
offer our support and expertise to~ then we would do that. But our prime 
focus has to be the target groups within the black community". 
(management committee member) 

The limitations of pursuing this kind of potential are highlighted in subsection 8.6. In 
addition to this, incorporating services for the whole community involves 
implementing a constitutional change within the project. One of the volunteers 
succinctly summarised the main issue involved: 

"But the project wouldn't be as it is now, if it was to help black and 
white people, because .. , it would be a different type of organisation 
altogether. And my feeling is that this project has been set up because 
black people actually are not represented properly and they need to be 
and white people do not need this sort of support". 

Community-wide initiatives are likely to substantially alter the project's aims 
and objectives. They should therefore be pursued with extreme caution. 

9.8 The importance of promoting the project's independence was highlighted in 
subsection 7.2. The following comments from volunteers serve to reiterate this point: 

"This is the kind of project that can make you or break you. They 
have to be really careful especially working so close with the police. I 
mean there's no point in even beginning to work for the black community 
if they're not gonna trust you anyway". 
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"The best thing the Black Justice Project can do is try and win the 
trust of the black community by showing that its got nothing to do with 
the police and that its totally independent". 

The project is only effective if it gains the trust of local black people. However, it is 
also only effective if it has the support of organisations such as the police and, its main 
funders, the probation service. Adhering to its aims and objectives involves a 
delicate balancing act whereby the interests of black people are prioritised whilst 
the co-operation of relevant organisations is secured. The issue of independence is 
likely to become increasingly significant as the project diversifies. The project should 
therefore continue to pursue its current policy of shunning local politics and 
rejecting a pressure group strategy. This will maximise the likelihood of success in 
this area. 

10. The Future 

10.1 Volunteers are currently being trained in the role of an appropriate adult. 
Incorporating this function as part of the HOAS is worthwhile for three reasons. One, it 
will increase the number of call-outs and will therefore utilise the volunteers more 
effectively. Two, it will help to secure the custody officers' co-operation with the 
HOAS in general. The custody officers stressed that they have significant difficulties in 
this area and would welcome the project's input: 

"If there's anything to improve the appropriate adult scheme then I 
would support it. Its one of our major problems in custody". 

Three, it compliments the project's aim to focus upon the needs of young people. 
However, implementing and operating an appropriate adult initiative will significantly 
diminish the project's existing resources. The project needs to secure additional funding 
and the support of relevant social service departments within the local authority if it is to 
implement this role in full. 

10.2 A priority over the next two years is to consolidate and develop the role of the 
assistant co-ordinator. Diverting young black people away from crime is a 
worthwhile, general aim. The co-ordinators need to continue liaising with local youth 
and community groups and the education department's youth service in order to 
formulate specific objectives. This will enable them to establish the specific needs of 
well-defined target groups. It will also ensure that the focus of their efforts is 
condensed. 

10.3 The project aims to employ an administration assistant in the near future. This 
will considerably reduce the office work currently undertaken by the co-ordinators and 
will thus enable them to concentrate their efforts on furthering the aims and objectives of 
the project. Designating the training of the administration assistant as a priority is 
therefore of significant benefit in the long term. 

10.4 Seeking additional funding for the project will remain a priority over the next 
two to three years. This funding needs to be sought with the project's long-term 
objectives in mind: 

"Our long-term objective is to provide a unified service from 
educating people about their rights, helping them when they get arrested, 
helping them in court, helping them in prison and then helping them on 
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release from prison to get back into society. So we can provide a whole 
range of services to do with black people and criminal justice". (co­
ordinator) 

The objective of assisting black people in court is'logically the next step for the 
project. Consultation with the probation service is necessary in order to assess the 
viability of future development in this direction. 
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