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Tackling Inequality
Race and Ethnicity:
The Appropriate Use of Language

Structure
• Brief definitions of race and
ethnicity

• Key terms and classifications
• Situate the use of the term BAME
in history of anti-racist activism
and language
• Discuss the criticisms of BAME
• Explore some of the alternative
language emerging
• Reflect on some appropriate and
less appropriate language

Introduction
• The murder of George Floyd,
subsequent resurgence of BLM
• Disproportionate impact of
COVID-19
• Renewed focus on race
inequality and discrimination
• Post racial approaches e.g.
Sewell Report
• How to describe people from
diverse backgrounds

Introduction
• Question of semantics
• Or the best ways of understanding
and addressing inequality
• The language that you use to
describe something
• reflects and impacts on how you
understand it and
• is also a reflection of wider societal
power relations

• In this context the acronym BAME –
Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic has
come under attack from a range of
perspectives

Question
How do you self
identify in terms of
your ethnicity?

Race and ethnicity
• Race, a social construct, refers to a category
of people who share certain inherited
physical characteristics, such as skin colour,
facial features, and stature refers to outside
appearances.
• Ethnicity, also a social construct, pertains to
cultural traits, such as language, religious
belief and dress code.
• Neither of these concepts are fixed; they are
contextual, contested and change over time.

Classification of ethnic groups
• Black: used when referring to people of African, Caribbean, South American, and
South-Asian descent. These people share a common racialised experience in the
United Kingdom based on their skin colour.
• Minority ethnic: refers to people who are not white British nor Black.
• BME (Black and Minority Ethnic): refer collectively to non-white people.
• BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic): this term is used in the UK to refer to
anyone Black, Asian and/or from a Minority Ethnic group. Also comprises all
Mixed, Asian, Black and Other (non-white) ethnicities.
• POC (People of Colour): used to describe any person who is not considered
"white".
• BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and People of Colour): used to describe any person who
is not considered "white".
• White: this term refers to white British people - White British; White Irish, Gypsy
or Irish Traveller; and Other White.

Political Blackness and
the evolution of BAME
• Prior to civil rights and black power
movements in 1960s black was seen as a
pejorative term even within minority
communities
• black was appropriated by activists in the
global north and south in 1960s – black
power, black consciousness

• Building on anti colonial struggles in the
south and anti-racist struggles in north
• In UK the term black became a political
organising tool for all non-white
populations organising against racism –
political blackness

Political blackness and
the evolution of BAME

Opposition to political blackness

BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) and later BAME (Black
Asian and Minority Ethnic) developed as the key
terminology.
Seen to be more inclusive and a more accurate
description of minority groups.
Brought in those who did not identify as black or felt
excluded by the term.

Has some appreciation of difference within the category.
BAME became the default terminology used by
government and organisations to refer to non white
people.
Note that ethnically based characteristics were still used
widely e.g., in census and ethnic monitoring.
often amalgamated into the big 5 black, Asian,
white, other and mixed
with these then further amalgamated into BAME
and white

BME and BAME

The term BAME is
under siege on all
sides

Academia
Anti-racist activists
Post racial writers
Very few vocal supporters

Criticisms of the term BAME
• Research states that very few people self identify as BAME

• In a recent Twitter poll, only 13% of 7,775 respondents, selected
BAME or BME (Khunti, 2020)
• Why use a term that people don’t see as relating to them
• Identity is contextual and there may be situations where people
do identify as BAME

• Why still use Black

• does it mean people of African origins or in a political sense
• why is it not African, Asian and ME

• BAME sets apart black and Asians from other minority
ethnic groups
• highlights Blacks and Asians
• Othering against a white norm

• Excludes those who do not self identify as minority ethnic
e.g. east and central Europeans
• This can led to these groups being marginalised and not
supported eg trades union BAME workers groups

BAME
artificially
homogenises
disparate
groups
(see criticism of
political blackness)

• Indiscriminately combines people from
different geographical, behavioural, social, and
cultural backgrounds
• Different socio-economic experiences between
BAME groups
• Masks differences between different ethnic
groups
• Chinese and Indians earn more than White
British so distort ethnicity pay gap data can
hide low pay for Bangladeshis and African
Caribbean
• Does not capture inequality within white
groups e.g.
• historically white Irish
• more recently white Roma, gypsy traveller

BAME
artificially
homogenises
disparate
groups
(Intra-ethnic
differences )

• Focusing on race or ethnicity alone can mask
differences within groups
• Within Black groups High levels of
educational attainment of West Africans
would mask the attainment of Caribbeans
• Within Asian groups significant differences
between Indians and Pakistanis and
Bangladeshis
• Ignores other vectors of inequality eg class
• Can be levelled at any form of social
category
• Within ethnic groups significant differences
in nationality, class and gender

Artificial dualism between white and nonwhite: victimhood
• Defining people by what they are not leads to victimhood.
• Sewel Report “is demeaning to be categorised in relation to what we
are not, rather than what we are: British Indian, British Caribbean and
so on”.
• Sewel Report BAME reduces case of all disparities to majority vs
minority discrimination i.e., victimisation.
• Making two different arguments:
• Dangers of artificial homogenisation – not confined to BAME
• Being compared to whites as demeaning – this is important but
not for the reasons he thinks…

Artificial
dualism
between
white and
non-white:
othering

• How we understand BAME is a reflection of
the context of unequal power relations
which shape our culture and the meanings
we attribute to social groups
• BAME creates an artificial dualism in which
white people and whiteness as the norm
and minority ethnic people are the ‘other’
• Thus BAME posits minorities as different and
in a racist society as inherently inferior and
deviant
• Whiteness is seen as normal and
unproblematic and not an ethnicity
• Minority ethnic cultures are under
investigation for example Sewell Report
focusing on cultural deficits based on crude
stereotypes

Who are the
minority?

• At a global level white people are a small
minority yet are presented as the majority
• People of colour are called minority
ethnic but are the global majority.
• When white people live in Asia or Africa
they are called expats not ethnic
minorities.
• Calling white people the majority
reinforces their privilege and entrenches
the marginality of non-whites
• It prevents us thinking at a global level

Going
forward

POC / BIPOC
Historically, within the UK, the use of
the term ‘coloured people’ was
associated with colonial and racist
attitudes and was rejected accordingly.
The term ‘people of colour’, although it
lacks some precise conceptual clarity,
has a political connotation like the term
“Black” in the British context; the term
is used to confront stigmatising people
with pigmentation that is different from
the pigmentation of the dominant
(white) group.

Accordingly, it maintains whiteness as a
non-colour, as absence of ‘race’ and
therefore perpetuates the ‘white-gaze’
which, as Grant, (20015) notes, ‘traps
black people in white imaginations
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous and People of
Colour) has been preferred by many to
acknowledge specific historically rooted
racial oppressions.
The term "ethnically diverse
communities" is preferred (MacInnes,
2020).

Inclusive language
Instead of these terms:

Use these terms:

The Blacks, The Whites

Black People, White People

Coloured people

Other racial groups, People of colour

Half-Caste, Exotic

Mixed race, Biracial or Multiracial people

Minorities
Foreigners

Underrepresented groups, Minority Ethnic
Group
People from overseas

Blacklisted, White List

Block list, Safe list, Allow list, Deny list

The Black footballer

The footballer
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