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Chapter highlights 
1. The UK contains a highly unequal social and political system.  

2. Social and political attitudes to class, gender, race, migration, sexuality, and disability 

are common causes. Unequal income, education, and wellbeing are common effects. 

3. There is sporadic government attention to inequalities, with limited impact on policy.  

4. Protests against some causes of inequalities – such as racism - are a long-term feature 

of UK politics, but without producing a direct, substantive impact on public policy.  

5. Indeed, a focus on how governments respond to protests highlights a tendency to take 

some inequalities seriously while they ignore or exacerbate others.  

6. The case study of London ‘riots’ shows how the UK government exploited crisis to 

accelerate its ‘troubled families’ agenda and reject criticism of policing.  

7. Three approaches highlight key perspectives on these issues:  

• Policy analysis identifies how to address inequalities as a series of interconnected 

policy problems, including: what inequalities are the most severe and urgent, what is 

their cause, and which solutions are feasible? 

• Policy studies situates this analysis in the context of real-world developments. We 

discuss the tendency of the UK government to maintain multiple, contradictory 

commitments to reducing inequalities, and to reframe protests about government 

policies to support its policy agendas. 

• Critical policy analysis encourages the use of ‘critical race theory’ to highlight and 

challenge persistent inequalities and racism.  

 

Introduction: contesting and protesting inequalities 
The UK is a highly unequal social and political system that privileges or marginalises 

populations in relation to class, gender, race and ethnicity, religion, sexuality, and disability. 

This unequal treatment has profoundly negative consequences, contributing to lower income, 

education attainment, health, wellbeing, life expectancy, and greater vulnerability to harm.  

Policy action could help to address social inequalities, and the urgent need for state intervention 

may seem self-evident to many people. It is now common to describe inequality as ‘the defining 

challenge of our time’ (Savage, 2021: vii) and to assert that the ‘inequality question is back and 

is here to stay’ (Fée and Kober-Smith, 2018: 1). Yet, there is minimal agreement on the 

definition, scale, and cause of inequalities, and solutions are highly contested. There is intense 

debate on whose inequalities to prioritise, and to define inequality as the responsibility of 

individuals or governments (Cairney et al, 2022a). The urgent need for state intervention is not 
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self-evident to UK policymakers. Instead, these issues rise and fall on the policy agenda, often 

with minimal impact on policy or society. 

Political protest is one way to challenge policies and practices with inequitable outcomes. The 

UK has hosted many organised protests against the ‘poll tax’, austerity, violence against 

women, and racism. Examples of the latter include Black Lives Matter events across the UK 

in 2020 (BBC News, 2020), which were organised originally in the US to protest police 

violence against people of colour, and black men in particular, following the murder of George 

Floyd by a white police officer. They also include protests or ‘riots’ in 2011 following the 

police shooting of Mark Duggan in London.  

We use the 2011 protest as a case study to show how governments respond, and how their 

response translates into public policy.  While fuelled by racial inequalities in relation to 

policing, and perhaps even ‘wider resistance to neoliberalism’ (Murji, 2017: 174), UK 

ministers argued – shamelessly - that they were caused by bad parenting and gang culture. 

Prime Minister David Cameron used the opportunity to promote and accelerate the ‘Troubled 

Families’ programme which aimed to ‘turn around’ the lives of a small proportion of families 

causing the most damage to society and the highest public service spending per person 

(Cairney, 2019a: 7). Such cases highlight the powerful mediating role of governments when 

narrating events, even when events are initially out of their control. They also show that 

governments decide how to define policy problems and use social stereotypes to describe the 

people who allegedly cause them (Box 3.5).  Then, they try to solve some policy problems 

(such as unequal spending on some families) and ignore or exacerbate others (such as poverty 

and racism).  

 

This chapter examines these issues through three lenses. First, policy analysis identifies how 

to analyse inequalities policy as interconnected policy problems, including:  

• What kinds of inequalities and policies have prompted political protest? 

• How should policymakers define inequalities, and which should they prioritise?  

• What solutions to inequalities are technically and politically feasible? 

Second, policy studies situates this analysis in the context of real-world developments, such as 

by exploring: 

• The tendency for policymakers to pay fleeting attention to inequalities, then proposing 

solutions but not following through. Examples include initiatives to promote ‘spatial 

justice’, gender equality, and health and education equity. 

• How UK governments frame protests in relation to other policy agendas, such as by 

describing London ‘riots’ in 2011 as a failure of families rather than of policing. 

Third, critical policy analysis identifies who benefits or loses from these developments, and 

how to respond. In particular, we examine the politicisation of ‘critical race theory’ by UK 

policymakers who appeared to be threatened by its implications. 
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In the conclusion, we reflect on the gap between policy expectations and outcomes. Drawing 

on the Westminster story, can we conclude that government could tackle inequalities 

effectively, and that the persistence of inequalities reflects policymaker support or 

ambivalence? Drawing on the complex government story, can we conclude that even the most 

sincere policymakers would struggle to make such fundamental changes?    

What inequalities and policies have prompted political protest?  
The following protests can be seen as important in their own right or as part of a wider focus 

on political activity that is not centred on representative democracy. The latter allows us to 

identify several themes. 

First, there may be common threads in the messages associated with each protest, such as 

opposition to neoliberal reforms that individualise social problems, reduce state support, and 

exacerbate inequalities. All examples are of protests against Conservative-led government 

policies (although the largest UK protest was against the Labour government’s role in the Iraq 

War – Chapter 11). Second, common threads may be notable in their absence. For example, 

‘minority women’ may be affected disproportionately by taxes and fees, austerity, misogyny, 

police discrimination, xenophobia, and inadequate housing, but not enjoy the same ability to 

influence protest movements (Emejulu and Bassel, 2015: 86; Emejulu, 2018). One response 

may be ‘women of colour’s refusal politics’, in which they embrace their marginalisation from 

‘dominant left activist spaces’ and seek ‘alternative ways of doing politics and being political’ 

(Emejulu and van der Scheer, 2022: 9). 

Third, the nature and impact of protest is contested. Their proponents describe them as 

essential, to challenge the systematic inequity that results from government policy or inaction, 

(some narratives refer to an elite that protects its own). There is a long history of ‘revolutionary 

grassroots action’ that highlights the ‘potential for sustained fundamental change of the 

economic and political landscape’, pursued ‘through an egalitarian, democratic process’ that is 

‘transformative in rethinking and reshaping the parameters of what democracy can and should 

be’ (Zaunseder et al, 2022: 2). Their opponents describe protests as socially and economically 

damaging ‘riots’, caused by criminals intent on looting, agent provocateurs intent on 

destruction, or outbursts of emotion. Since 2019, the Conservative government has used this 

framing to boost police powers to disperse protests, and punish new ‘nuisance’ based offences 

(Joint Committee on Human Rights, 2022). Its ire focuses increasingly on environmental 

groups – e.g. Extinction Rebellion and Just Stop Oil – which block roads (Gunningham, 2019), 

or anti-racist protests that damage or destroy statues of slave traders (Walker et al, 2020). 

The poll tax (Box 4.3) prompted multiple large scale protests, ‘riots’, and civil disobedience 

(including non-payment of a regressive charge and protests against legal action to recover 

payment - Lavalette and Mooney, 1990). For example, in March 1990, ’45,000 marched in 

Glasgow’ and ‘200,000 demonstrated in London’ (1990: 100). 

Section 28. The Local Government Act 1988 Section 28 stated that ‘A local authority shall not 

(a) intentionally promote homosexuality or publish material with the intention of promoting 

homosexuality; (b) promote the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of 

homosexuality as a pretended family relationship’. Baker (2022) describes ‘very British 

resistance’ to such policies, because mass protests and organised debates were processed with 

regard to British rules of politeness. The contrast may be with the ‘Stonewall riots’ in 1969 – 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1988/9/section/28/enacted
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‘when thousands of people protested in the streets in response to a police raid on a Greenwich 

Village [New York] gay bar’ – which inspired international ‘pride parades and protests’ ever 

since (Stein, 2019). Kollman and Waites (2011) also relate the ‘rather dramatic expansion of 

LGB rights in the UK since 1997’ – including “the equalisation of the age of consent, the 

creation of civil partnerships, the legalisation of adoption for same-sex couples, and the 

creation of a public sector ‘equality duty’ by the Equality Act in 2010” – to a UK (and EU) 

political system that is more rewarding of quiet lobbying by interest group elites than outsider 

social movements. The Scottish Parliament voted to repeal the equivalent of Section 28 

(Section 2A) in 2000, prompting protest and counter protest (opposition to repeal was largely 

funded by one millionaire, but also included the Scottish Conservatives and Catholic Church) 

(Milne, 2005). The UK Labour government repealed Section 28 in 2003 (Labour Party, 2018). 

Austerity policies (Chapter 9) prompted multiple protests which ‘emphasized the sharp contrast 

between the minority rich and the majority of British citizens whose conditions have 

dramatically worsened as a consequences of austerity measures’ (Saunders et al, 2015: 171). 

Tuition fee rises in England (Box 9.2) prompted ‘a number of high profile, nationally and 

locally organised student protests’ from 2010-11, including the occupation of buildings and 

some damage to property (including the Conservative party HQ) (Ibrahim, 2011: 425). 

Women’s marches. The 2016 election of Donald Trump as US President highlighted ‘his 

reactionary policy platform that threatened to dismantle the fragile social citizenship gains of 

various marginalised groups’ (Emejulu, 2018: 268). In the US, it prompted the Women’s March 

(‘5 million people across 550 cities’) and solidarity marches in other countries (‘2 million 

people across 161 cities’), including a Sister March in London of 100,000 people (2018: 268).  

Policing and violence against women. On 13 October 2021, there was a vigil in London for 

Sarah Everard, a woman raped and killed by a Metropolitan police officer. Hundreds attended 

during the day (including the Duchess of Cambridge) and in the evening (Sisters Uncut, 2022; 

Dearden, 2022). The police did not authorise the gathering (during COVID-19 restrictions), 

dispersed the crowd, and arrested nine people (HMICFRS, 2021). Their action was criticised 

by politicians and challenged successfully in court (BBC News, 2021a; O’Reilly, 2021). The 

event focused attention on misogyny among officers, low trust in officers to deal with sexual 

assault, and a culture of deprioritising violence against women (Halliday, 2021; Beighton, 

2021; Dearden, 2020; Walker et al, 2020). 

Grenfell and ‘social murder’. On 14 June 2017, a fire in Grenfell Tower in London killed 72 

people (BBC News, 2019). Grenfell’s cladding accelerated the fire’s spread. It symbolised 

multiple policy failures, including to regulate or punish the companies providing dangerous 

cladding, and to protect marginalised residents, including refugees (Malik, 2017). Most 

residents were ‘Black African and Caribbean, “other Asian” and “other”’, with the latter 

including ‘Muslims with North African backgrounds’” (Shilliam, 2018: 170). Before the 

Grenfell fire, its residents had been treated by governments as ‘undeserving poor’, occupying 

expensive real estate that should be demolished and re-used for profit rather than maintained 

properly (2018: 168-71). Some linked Grenfell to Engels’ concept of ‘social murder’: people 

who are exploited in capitalist systems, and receive insufficient state support, face ill-health 

and premature death (Medvedyuk et al, 2021; Grover, 2019). Multiple protests in 2017 

highlighted central and local government neglect and inaction (e.g. to rehouse survivors 

locally), and provided the impetus for a public inquiry (Grierson and Gayle, 2017; Booth, 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/oct/01/sarah-everard-murder-police-commissioner-apologises-for-saying-women-should-be-more-streetwise
https://repository.canterbury.ac.uk/item/8z5xz/-un-trustworthy-organisations-implications-of-the-sarah-everard-murder-case
https://repository.canterbury.ac.uk/item/8z5xz/-un-trustworthy-organisations-implications-of-the-sarah-everard-murder-case
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/crime/wembley-murders-bibaa-henry-nicole-smallman-london-police-investigation-a9688146.html
https://eprints.mdx.ac.uk/31570/6/Walker_Foster_Majeed-Ariss_Horvath_%282020%29_FINAL_Pre-Publication_version.pdf
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2022). These protests contrasted with government (and Royal Family) attempts to use Grenfell 

to emphasise a ‘we are all in it together’ narrative and downplay socio-economic inequalities 

and routine discrimination (Clancy, 2020).  

Black Lives Matter. Black Lives Matter (BLM) is ‘a Black-centered political will and 

movement building project’ to challenge racial discrimination and injustice (Black Lives 

Matter, 2022). High profile cases in the US exemplify the killing of black men usually without 

punishment, such as Trayvon Martin by private citizen George Zimmerman (acquitted of 

murder in 2013), and George Floyd by police officer Derek Chauvin in 2020 (unusually, he 

was found guilty of second-degree murder in 2021). There were many US and international 

BLM/George Floyd protests in 2020. In the UK, protests reflected solidarity, but also a 

challenge to ‘endemic racism in the United Kingdom’, including racist practices in UK policing 

such as the disproportionate use of ‘stop and search’ powers (Joseph-Salisbury et al, 2021: 22).  

Policy Analysis: how to address the policy problem 

Step 1: how could governments define inequality as a policy problem? 

Problem framing includes a contested account of: the problem’s severity, urgency, and cause, 

who it affects, and the extent to which the state should be responsible for intervention (Chapter 

2). Further, inequality is often treated a classic ‘wicked’ problem: the problem defies simple 

definition and understanding, its alleged cause is contested, its complexity makes it impossible 

to know how solutions would work, and experimentation is difficult since errors have major 

social consequences (Rittell and Webber, 1973 : 161-7; Box 8.1). In particular, there is intense 

contestation in relation to the following questions:  

What inequalities are the most severe or urgent?  

Policymakers may describe a broad equity agenda but also prioritise attention and resources 

towards some social groups or policy problems at different times. For example, the UK 

government ‘levelling up’ agenda became a high-profile but vague commitment to reducing 

inequalities in relation to social class and income and geography (below). Further, the Equality 

Act 2010 underpins a very broad focus on anti-discrimination in relation to specific ‘protected 

characteristics’ (‘age, disability, sex, gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, 

religion or belief and sexual orientation’) but without signalling which types of enforcement 

are high priority. There may be policies to foster ‘LGBTI rights’ (Ayoub, 2022: 2) or address 

‘the inequities faced by the LGBTQ+ community’ (Matthews and Gregory, 2022: 596), but 

without translating a general commitment into routine public service delivery (2022: 606). 

There may be high state commitment to  challenge ‘discrimination’ but strong reluctance to 

use ‘affirmative action’ to redress its effects (Abel et al, 2021: 63). Travelling communities 

experience some of the worst (and most openly tolerated) discrimination (Clark et al, 2018). 

There are legal protections for some traveller groups (e.g. Roma people), but they seem easy 

https://www.academia.edu/download/54936870/Clark_anti-Traveller_racism_chp_2018.pdf
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to subvert in practice (e.g. Alexiadou, 2019: 425). In other words, the identification of such a 

wide range of possibilities in theory does not help us identify which issues take priority. 

What causes inequalities?  

This range of possibilities can prompt different discussions of causation (Cairney et al, 2022a: 

1-2). Longstanding debates on poverty suggest that economic inequalities arise from (1) 

individual choices or lifestyles, merit, or drive (requiring minimal state intervention), or (2) 

structural or systematic barriers to achievement in the market and society (requiring high 

intervention). Debates may focus on how to protect specific groups from discrimination, such 

as to assign rights, regulate behaviour, and/or redistribute resources. Further, a state response 

to the policy problem also presents a policymaking problem: to make sure that a collection of 

responses to the same issue (the policy mix) adds up to a coherent and well-coordinated 

approach. 

What are unfair or unjust inequalities? 

Inequity describes the persistence of unfair or unjust inequalities, but there is high contestation 

to decide what is fair and if fairness should be a priority. For some, inequalities are fair since 

they are driven primarily by individual choices. Therefore, it would be unfair for states to tax 

people and businesses highly to redistribute resources; this redistribution would undermine 

economic growth by limiting the incentive to earn high salaries or large profits. For others, 

inequalities are unfair reflections of factors that are outside of individual control. Therefore, 

state intervention is a moral imperative (compare with Chapter 8 on ‘just transitions’). Further, 

major inequalities can undermine growth, such as by skewing market behaviour or diminishing 

the expectation that investment in knowledge and skills will boost social mobility or earnings 

(OECD, 2014). There are similar arguments on fairness in relation to jurisdictions, such as 

for/against (1) the EU role in redistributing some member state resources to EU regions, or (2) 

unequal funding for devolved territories or English regions.  

It would be misleading to see the UK’s two main parties as emphasising state responsibility 

(Labour) or individualism (Conservative). Rather, the ‘New Labour’ government (from 1997) 

provoked a ‘major ideological re-orientation’, in which (1) redistributive efforts to foster more 

equal outcomes became ‘neither feasible nor particularly desirable since it neglected the 

importance of rewarding effort and talent and fostering dynamism in the economy’, and (2) the 

main focus was on alleviating poverty rather than addressing ‘wider concerns with high levels 

of inequality’ (Shaw, 2018: 150). More recently, Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership of Labour (in 

opposition, 2015-20) reaffirmed a commitment to ‘a more equal society’ but without producing 

technically and politically feasible plans (2018: 162-3). 

LGBTQ+. Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and other identities. LGBTI. 

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex. LGB. Lesbian, gay, and bisexual. Different terms 

can reflect (1) relatively innocuous shifts in description, or (2) political signals regarding 

which groups share the same experiences of marginalisation, policy aims, or reason to act 

collectively (compare with BAME usage in Chapter 9). 
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This contestation to establish fairness extends to a competition to identify the most useful 

measures of inequalities. For example, the ONS (2022) describes the Gini Coefficient as the 

‘most widely used summary measure of inequality in the distribution of household income’, 

and particularly useful to measure long-term trends (see ONS for a description of its 

calculation). Put simply, in Figure 10.1, a score of 0 represents complete equality and 1 

represents complete inequality. Broadly speaking, it shows that inequality rose markedly 

during the Thatcher years of Conservative government (1979-90), followed by a much more 

gradual shift towards greater inequality. This effect is more pronounced when we take housing 

costs into consideration, or when we compare the UK to other countries (e.g. the OECD (2022) 

lists the UK as the 8th most unequal of 41 countries). Other possible measures include in relation 

to absolute or relative poverty, or the measurement of income or household income inequality 

in relation to (say) race or ethnicity.  

Figure 10.1 Gini coefficient, Great Britain, 1962-2021 

 

Source: Author’s chart from Institute for Fiscal Studies (2022) (see the dataset first tab on its sources and 

measures to ensure consistency). This dataset also tracks poverty: overall, or in relation to child, pensioner, or 

working age poverty. 

Step 2. Identifying feasible solutions: what should the state’s role be? 
These possibilities inform debates on how much the state should intervene, and what should be 

the limit to its solutions. Some actors argue that poverty 

relates to individual choices, to seek minimal state action, and 

limit the political feasibility of most solutions (Box 1.1). 

Some identify systematic or structural causes, to seek 
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interventions to redistribute resources, target service provision, and/ or regulate individual and 

business behaviour. Approaches to discrimination may involve regulations to encourage a 

‘level playing field’ for individuals, distributive measures to prioritise some social groups, or 

a  challenge to ‘austerity’ policies that exacerbate inequalities (Chapter 9). There are also 

different solutions to the policymaking problem: a government may set up units or departments 

focusing on a cross-cutting aim (e.g. public health agencies to address inequalities of health – 

Boswell et al, 2019), or to mainstream a policy aim across government (Bell, 2009). For 

example, Cairney and St.Denny (2020: 18) draw on Hood and Margetts’ (2007) policy tool 

categories (Box 2.2) to describe different models of state intervention: 

• ‘Maximal’ approaches would combine ‘ambitious and specific’ strategies that prioritise 

the need to address inequalities (nodality) with strongly enforced regulations to change 

social and business behaviour directly (authority), taxes and subsidies to redistribute 

income and wealth or change market behaviour (treasure), and well-resourced 

departments to ensure policy delivery (organisation).  

• ‘Tentative’ approaches would have similar strategies, but with regulations undermined 

by other priorities, modest redistribution, and uneven delivery. 

• ‘Minimal’ approaches would produce vague strategies, backed weakly by regulatory 

and treasure tools, and overshadowed by stronger tools for other aims (e.g. prioritising 

economic growth or individualism).  

These agendas play out in very different ways in different contexts. While governments express 

the ambition to join-up policies via inter-sectoral initiatives, there are actually many different 

(and not joined-up) initiatives relating to geography, gender mainstreaming, and sectors such 

as health and education (Cairney et al, 2021a; 2022). 

The pursuit of spatial justice 
‘Spatial justice’ is a broad term to describe a challenge to unfair territorial inequalities or 

‘uneven geographical development’ (Weckroth and Moisio, 2018). It could involve measures 

to tax and spend to redistribute income and wealth, or strategy documents that describe general 

aspirations. Traditionally, the EU sought to address uneven regional GDP via ‘cohesion’ 

policies, while ‘structural funds’ distribute revenue from member states to low-GDP regions 

(Weckroth and Moisio, 2020: 183-184). More recently, EU policy has focused on equal access 

to essential public services (2020: 183-4) and to give regions greater autonomy to decide what 

spatial justice means (Jones et al., 2020: 894-896).  

At the same time, UK governments have fostered geographically focused social and economic 

initiatives, such as regional development agencies (and equivalents in the devolved territories) 

or policies to mitigate ‘social exclusion’ (or promote ‘social inclusion’ in Scotland) in relation 

to factors such as low income (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 91-100; 180-1). In each case, 

governments have accepted the need to address the impacts of poverty and economic inequality 

(e.g. described by Dorling, 2010; Pickett and Wilkinson, 2009; 2015) while rejecting claims 

that they are not doing enough (e.g. Gordon Brown emphasised the successful reduction of 

child and pensioner poverty - Robertson, 2009). 

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199297849.001.0001/acprof-9780199297849-chapter-4
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/LLN-2008-009/LLN-2008-009.pdf
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The most recent initiative is the vague idea of ‘levelling up’, turned (so far) into an ineffective 

strategy (Jennings et al., 2021; Richards et al, 2022). Chapter 7 suggests that the phrase 

harnesses the sense that Brexit would help to address white working-class populations ‘left 

behind’ by global change (compare with policies for ‘community cohesion’ – Jones, 2013; 

Kersten and Moreira de Souza, 2020). More recently, the government response to the 

Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities connected this focus on spatial inequalities to the 

aspiration that ‘everyone, from every community and in every corner of the UK, has 

opportunity. A person’s race, social or ethnic background must not be a barrier to achieving 

their ambitions’ (HM Government, 2022). While ‘levelling up’ could refer to major state 

intervention, using fiscal powers to redistribute income and wealth and invest in (e.g. transport) 

infrastructure, it is actually overseen by a Conservative government seeking cuts to local 

government (Jennings et al, 2021: 7; Chapter 9).  

The UK also oversees more or less policymaking decentralisation, which allows other 

governments to pursue policies that reduce inequalities in their territory but cause others across 

the UK. Examples include: 

1. Social care. UK and devolved governments pursue their own policies to manage the 

costs of long-term social care for older and disabled people, focusing on who should 

deliver services and who should pay the costs for care home accommodation (e.g. 

people pay if they have capital or savings above a certain threshold). They seek 

equitable ways to subsidise services in each territory, but create different entitlements 

across the UK (Needham and Hall, 2022).  

2. Free school meals (FSM). UK-wide entitlement relates to the parent or guardian’s 

receipt of social security benefits (e.g. income support or child tax credits) and 

household income as a proxy of need. Further entitlement varies by territory (and over 

time): state schools provide FSM for children up to Year 2 (age up to 7) in England, 

Primary 5 (age 9) in Scotland, and all Primary (age 11) in Wales (by 2024). All four 

governments produced arrangements to provide meals or funding during COVID-19 

school closures, and a temporarily-successful campaign by Marcus Rashford prompted 

the UK government to extend its scheme during the 2020 summer break (HM 

Government, 2022a; Department for Education, 2021; Scottish Government, 2022; 

Welsh Government, 2022; Audit Wales, 2020; Northern Ireland Executive, 2022; 

McClure and McNally, 2021; Morris, 2021). 

Scottish and Welsh governments also seek distinctive-looking equalities agendas when key 

responsibilities are shared with, or held by, the UK government. Examples include: 

• From 2011 the Scottish Government obliged ‘all the bodies subjected to its pay policy’ 

to pay the ‘living wage’ set by the Living Wage Foundation (higher than the UK 

‘national living wage’) and encouraged private sector companies to follow its lead 

(Camp-Pietrain, 2018: 311-2). In 2022, First Minister Nicola Sturgeon (2022) described 

a rise in the ‘Scottish Child Payment’ (from £20 to £25 per week) as ‘the most 

significant anti poverty measure in the UK’. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusive-britain-action-plan-government-response-to-the-commission-on-race-and-ethnic-disparities/inclusive-britain-government-response-to-the-commission-on-race-and-ethnic-disparities


10 

 

• The Welsh Government does not have tax and social security powers to redistribute 

resources, so its ‘anti-poverty strategies’ are limited to measures such as a requirement 

on local authorities to produce ‘a strategy to tackle child poverty’ or to boost ‘the 

capacity of families to deal with the effects of financial exclusion’ (Davies and Parken, 

2018: 330). Its Well-being of Future Generations Act 2015 encourages holistic 

policymaking to envisage how to foster a fair transition to sustainable ways of living 

(2018: 334-5). 

In Northern Ireland, the Good Friday Agreement (Chapter 7) includes a general commitment 

‘to guarantee more equality among citizens in the field of general human rights and on 

economic, social and cultural issues’, partly to address anti-Catholic discrimination in access 

to employment, housing, and public services (Peyronel, 2018: 348). 

Gender mainstreaming 
Gender equality – or gender mainstreaming – policies can range from minimal to maximal in 

ambition and substance: ‘minimalist anti-discrimination frameworks contrast with more 

expansive affirmative action policies designed to target particular groups to redress historically 

entrenched patterns of exclusion and unfairness’ (Cairney et al, 2022a: 140). For example, EU 

policies have included ‘hard’ measures (‘legally binding’, with ‘penalties for non-compliance’) 

with a major impact on the UK, such as to enhance parental leave after childbirth, pension 

rights for mothers taking career breaks, and laws prohibiting sexual harassment (2022a: 147, 

citing Abbott and Snidal, 2003; MacRae, 2010: 160). However, since the 1990s, it relied more 

on ‘soft’ measures to set international benchmarks and encourage learning among member 

states (Cairney et al, 2022a: 147-8). 

UK gender equality policy is ‘minimal’ compared to the ‘maximal’ approach of Sweden (2022: 

163). UK policies have focused on increasing the proportion of women in senior unelected 

positions (see also Box 3.3 on women in elected positions), increasing ‘opportunities for input 

from women’ in policy, and units or ministers responsible for women (Cairney et al, 2021: 422, 

citing Childs and Whitey, 2004; Daly, 2005; Durose and Gains, 2005; Hankivsky and 

Christoffersen, 2011; Lovenduski, 2005; Miller, 2009; Rees 2005; Squires and Wickham-

Jones, 2004; Veitch, 2005). These measures produced slow progress, and specialist units were 

as marginalised as the women they were designed to support. The Equality Act 2010 created a 

public sector duty to challenge discrimination, and symbolises important but patchy progress 

(Cairney et al, 2021: 423). Scottish and Welsh governments (and parliaments) have sought to 

go beyond UK efforts, to foster more meaningful mainstreaming, but in the context of a UK 

approach with limited scope for territorial divergence (2021: 423, Davies and Parken, 2018).  

In comparison, Sweden exhibits a ‘system-wide commitment’ to gender mainstreaming, 

combining a larger welfare state with ‘high buy-in across different levels of government, 

including at the national, regional, and municipal levels’ (Cairney et al, 2022a: 159; Cairney et 

al, 2021b: 425-6). Sweden’s approach includes a ‘1998 law to criminalize the purchase of 

sexual services – designed to ban prostitution’ and offer ‘support to exit prostitution’ (2021b: 

425). Such approaches (often dubbed the ‘Nordic Model’)  are framed largely as part of a policy 

agenda to challenge violence against women and girls (VAWG) or to argue that ‘prostitution 
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is a human rights violation against women and girls’ (compare Bindel, 2017: vii with Hewer, 

2021: 46-9). During this period, UK government policy has used frames regarding ‘vulnerable’ 

women, and legislation to criminalise buying sex ‘if the individual from whom they bought sex 

was subject to exploitation’, but unaccompanied by much support for women or prosecutions 

of men (2021: 26-7) 

Contesting education equity policies 
In education, Gilead (2019: 439) identifies three competing ways to describe equity aims, in 

relation to ‘merit’, ‘thresholds’ (everyone reaches a minimum level of attainment) , or ‘justice’. 

Advocates of ‘justice’ would criticise (1) a focus on individual merit and motivation as 

producing ‘severe inequalities and a neglect of the weakest members of society’, while (2) 

would improve ‘the conditions of the least advantaged members of society’ but allow others to 

‘preserve their relative advantages’ (2019: 439). Contested ways to ‘equate justice with 

equality’ can focus on a geographically equal share of resources, the equal ‘opportunity’ to 

learn, more equal outcomes such as attainment (2019: 439), or specific aims such as ‘the state 

should prohibit private schools’ (Abel et al, 2021: 78).  

These debates contribute to a policy contest between social justice versus neoliberal 

approaches to education equity (Cairney and Kippin, 2022). The former identifies state 

responsibility to deal with structural or systemic inequalities outside of an individual’s control, 

with measures targeted at social groups supported by redistributive measures to secure fairer 

social and economic outcomes (the ‘out of school’ influences on what happens in schools). The 

latter assumes individual responsibility, equating equity with the opportunity to access high 

quality services (e.g. schools or teachers), while equating the pursuit of equal attainment 

outcomes as damaging to the individuals thriving in existing systems. 

In education equity research, most academics identify the negative impact of the neoliberal 

approach, which emphasises the economic value of education rather than its social and 

emancipatory purpose (Cairney and Kippin, 2022; Rizvi, 2016: 5; Rizvi and Lingard, 2010: 

39-41). Neoliberal governments may also use ‘social justice’ rhetoric, but they prioritise 

individual merit and equal access to schools, and downplay ‘out of school’ causes of 

inequalities such as poverty (Hajisoteriou and Angelides, 2020: 283).  They foster NPM 

solutions including ‘international benchmarking, the privatisation of education, importing 

management techniques from the corporate sector and other ideals such as choice, competition 

and decentralisation … school-based management, teachers’ accountability, public-private 

partnerships and conditional fund-transfer schemes’ (2020: 277).  

Chapter 4 shows that UK government policies exhibit these features associated with neoliberal 

approaches (while funding some social justice measures, including FSM and a ‘pupil premium’ 

to schools teaching students entitled to FSM - Beauvallet, 2018: 208-9). The UK government 

uses performance measures to encourage quality improvement via competition between 

schools and schools inspections (Power and Frandji, 2010: 394; Adnett and Davies, 2003).  

Devolved governments diverge in key respects, such as a greater commitment to 

comprehensive schools and less testing in Scotland and Wales (Chapter 4). The ‘history of 

Scottish education’ includes ‘a reduced emphasis on individualist/competitive cultures and 
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instead focuses on social justice and equity’ (Neary et al, 2022: 27). However, they also use 

neoliberal approaches to manage school practices (Chapman and Ainscow, 2019: 899; 909; 

Mowat, 2019: 67). In other words, they oversee devolved versions of neoliberal approaches, 

accompanied by social justice rhetoric with limited follow through (e.g. in 2015, Sturgeon 

promised in vain to ‘close the attainment gap completely’ – Cairney, 2016; Seith, 2021; 

Hepburn, 2022). Further, the UK and devolved experience of exams fiascos during COVID-19 

highlighted major inequalities in (1) the ability to learn during lockdown (relating to school 

provision and family resources), and (2) exam outcomes, relating to teacher biases in relation 

to their unequal expectations for students, or standardised outcomes that reinforced inequalities 

in relation to deprivation (Box 6.5; Chadderton, 2022 on ‘the impact on race inequality’ in 

England).  

Health in All Policies (HiAP) and the social determinants of health 
Chapter 6 describes the ‘social determinants of health’ as the factors that have a major impact 

on population health and inequalities, such as income, wealth, education, housing, and safe 

physical and social environments (Whitehead and Dahlgren, 2006: 4; Solar and Urwin, 2010: 

6; Bambra et al., 2021; Marmot et al., 2020). Health improvement (or health promotion) 

researchers use this term to underpin a definition of the policy problem: 

‘significant and persistent disparities in health outcomes caused by structural inequities 

in social and economic factors, including employment opportunities, the law and the 

justice systems, education, housing, neighborhood environments, and transportation. 

These elements are otherwise known as the social determinants of heath. The 

opportunity or lack of opportunity to be healthy is too often associated with a person’s 

socio-economic status, race, ethnicity, gender, religion, sexual identity, or disability’ 

(Bliss et al., 2016: S88; see also Zeeman et al., 2019 on ‘LGBTI health and healthcare 

inequalities’). 

A focus on health inequalities provides a lens through which to view social and economic 

inequalities. For example, the ‘ethnic and gender groups that suffer disproportionately from 

poorer health are also disadvantaged’ in relation to ‘insecure housing tenure’, ‘reduced labour 

participation’, ‘poorer educational outcomes’’ and ‘residence in the most deprived 

neighbourhoods’ (Bécares, 2015: 137-8).  One cause of health inequalities is societal, 

governmental, and ‘structural’ racism (Box 10.1).  

Box 10.1 Societal, governmental, and structural racism 
Measures of societal racism can include:  

1. The recorded number of offences where racist hate crime is listed as a motivating factor 

(e.g. 114,958 in England and Wales in 2021 - Allen and Zayed, 2021), as a proxy for a 

larger number of unreported crimes. 

2. Surveys in which white people describe themselves as harder workers than other ethnic 

groups (Heath and Richards, 2020). 

3. Racist media coverage (Sloane, 2021) defended as not racist (Waterson, 2021). 

4. The reduced likelihood of a positive response when seeking employment (Centre for 

Social Investigation, 2019). 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8537/CBP-8537.pdf
https://theconversation.com/how-racist-is-britain-today-what-the-evidence-tells-us-141657
https://www.londonmet.ac.uk/news/expert-commentary/2021/march/racism-in-the-media/
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/aug/18/society-of-editors-withdraws-claim-that-uk-media-is-not-racist
http://csi.nuff.ox.ac.uk/?p=1299
http://csi.nuff.ox.ac.uk/?p=1299
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Racism is an enduring feature of government policy, including: 

1. Immigration policy. A leaked Home Office report argued that from 1950-1981 ‘every 

single piece of immigration or citizenship legislation was designed at least in part to 

reduce the number of people with black or brown skin who were permitted to live and 

work in the UK’ (Gentleman, 2022).  

2. Deportation policy. The Windrush Scandal saw hundreds of black UK citizens deported 

or threatened with deportation to the Caribbean countries they left decades ago or had 

never lived in (Wardle and Obermuller, 2019; Gentleman, 2019; Hewitt, 2020; 

Goodfellow, 2019; Slaven, 2022)  

3. Incarceration. Black people in England and Wales are five times more likely to be 

imprisoned than white people (EHRC, 2010). Anti-terror legislation disproportionately 

targets Muslims (Choudhury, 2011). 

4. Inequalities of treatment by public services, including in mental health and education 

(Kapadia et al, 2022; Swiszczowski, 2022; Tereshchenko et al, 2020). 

5. Deliberate inattention to the unequal impact of austerity measures (Chapter 9). 

‘Structural racism’ includes ‘seemingly neutral policies and practices [that] can function in 

racist ways by disempowering communities of color and perpetuating unequal historic 

conditions’ (Corburn et al, 2014: 628). 

The impact of everyday racism on health can include: (1) the physical and psychological 

consequences of actual and feared racist violence or abuse (2) knock-on effects, including 

‘coping mechanisms’ such as smoking, and (3) the impact of discrimination on access to 

rewarding jobs, high quality schools, and safe and healthy accommodation and environments 

(Karlsen et al, 2019: 164-6). 

Public health responses include strategies such as ‘Health in All Policies’ (HiAP). HiAP 

strategies suggest that governments: treat health as a human right, identify key social 

determinants, identify ‘upstream’ or ‘preventive’ policy solutions (focusing the whole 

population rather than individualist approaches, and to prevent health inequalities rather than 

respond to them), promote intersectoral action (since most policies for population health are 

not the responsibility of health departments), and maintain high political commitment to policy 

and policymaking changes (Cairney et al, 2022a: 88-90). We should not exaggerate the 

uniformity of HiAP approaches (McMahon, 2021; 2022). Nevertheless, they contrast with a 

neoliberal emphasis on individual healthy choices. The phrase ‘unhealthy lifestyles’ sums up 

the latter, to describe health inequalities that relate to smoking, drinking, unhealthy food 

consumption, or a lack of physical activity (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 140; Cairney et al, 

2022b).  

Conservative governments have favoured relatively low levels of state intervention in relation 

to population health while directing resources primarily to healthcare. Thatcher and Major 

governments (Chapter 4) treated population health primarily as an individual responsibility, 

and sought only modest regulations of behaviour in relation to smoking, drinking, eating, and 

exercise  (see Box 10.2 on sex and drugs). In that context, Labour’s election in 1997 made a 

clear difference (in the UK as a whole, or for England) in two main ways.  

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/may/29/windrush-scandal-caused-by-30-years-of-racist-immigration-laws-report
http://www.equalityhumanrights.com/about-us/our-work/key-projects/how-fair-britain/full-report-and-evidence-downloads
https://www.google.com/search?q=anti-terror+legislation+and+islamophobia&oq=anti-terror+legislation+and+islamophobia&aqs=chrome..69i57j33i160.5966j0j4&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8#:~:text=The%20impact%20of%20counter,com%20%E2%80%BA%20sites%20%E2%80%BA%20files
https://www.nhsrho.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/RHO-Rapid-Review-Final-Report_Summary_v.4.pdf
https://www.teachfirst.org.uk/blog/racism-uk-schools
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10117331/
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1. Tobacco control.  

Labour produced ‘comprehensive’ tobacco control policy by increasing taxes, restricting 

promotion, boosting warning labels, banning smoking in public places, increasing funding for 

health education and smoking cessation services, and raising the age for sales from 16 to 18 

(Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 149-53; Cairney, 2019b: 87-8). State intervention has changed 

beyond recognition since the 1980s, marking a new willingness to tax and regulate behaviour, 

and representing a model for alcohol and food (Cairney and Studlar, 2014; Studlar and Cairney, 

2019). The policy framing turned an old argument on its head (Cairney, 2007a: 62). Senior 

Labour figures (before and after 1997) had criticised tobacco control policies as discriminating 

against working class people, since rates of smoking relate strongly to class and the costs would 

be borne unequally. Instead, the government argued that smoking is ‘the single most significant 

causal factor for the socio-economic differences in the incidence of cancer and heart disease’ 

(HM Treasury and Department of Health, 2002). In other words, the most direct route to 

addressing health inequalities is to reduce inequalities in smoking (although the ‘the inequality 

gap in smoking prevalence’ remains – ONS, 2020). While the Conservatives would not have 

produced the same policies as Labour, the Coalition government kept or enhanced controls in 

2015: introducing plain packaging for tobacco products, and banning smoking in cars with 

children present (Cairney, 2019: 88).  

This comprehensive policy is also present across the UK. All three devolved governments were 

responsible for aspects of tobacco policy (including health education and smoking cessation 

services), and the Scottish Parliament was first to legislate to ban smoking in public places 

(Cairney, 2006; 2007a; 2007b; 2009). UK policy is central to a ‘four nations’ approach, such 

as legislation to ban tobacco advertising and taxation to reduce demand (Cairney, 2019a). 

2. Health improvement/ promotion 

From 1997, Labour used a ‘social determinants’ lens to justify greater state intervention 

(Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 141; Blackman et al., 2012: 49). However, within five years, 

there was more ‘enthusiasm for more concrete measures to regulate or encourage individual or 

lifestyle choices’ (Cairney and St Denny, 2020: 142; Harrington et al., 2009: 769; Baggott, 

2011: 71–3, 391–5). UK rhetorical commitment remains high, but its substantive commitment 

to a welfare state to support health equity is less impressive than its Nordic counterparts 

(Cairney et al, 2021). Further, Conservative-led governments accelerated this shift towards 

individual responsibility and less state support (Chapter 9).  

Devolved governments depend on the UK government to produce supportive policies on 

taxation and social security, but can produce their own strategies (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020). 

The Scottish and Welsh governments signalled a greater emphasis on social determinants from 

1999, but struggled to produce an enduring and substantive commitment to policy change 

(Harrington et al., 2009: 769). At the same time, they oversaw major rises in healthcare 

spending, and faced immense pressure when efforts to improve public health were portrayed 

as coming at the expense of NHS performance (Keating et al, 2012: 297-8).  
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Box 10.2 Sex and drugs: abstention versus harm reduction policies 

Governments are reluctant to invoke public health to influence behaviour that they define as 

legal. However, they intervene to influence behaviour that they deem to be deviant (e.g. some 

sexual behaviour) or criminal (e.g. some drug use) (see also Larsen et al, 2012; Engeli et al, 

2012 on ‘morality policy’). First, ‘the UK did not partially decriminalize sex between two men 

until 1967 in England and Wales, and the early 1980s in Scotland and Northern Ireland’ 

(Kollman and Waites, 2011: 186). The UK had a legal age of consent at 21, reduced to 18 in 

1994 and 16 in 2001 (UK Parliament, 2022). More recent reforms focused on anti-

discrimination legislation (consolidated in the Equality Act 2010), to include ‘sexual 

orientation’ in a list of ‘protected characteristics’ and oblige public sector bodies to consider 

the impact of policy on inequalities. Still, policy delivery may reinforce ‘heteronormativity’: 

heterosexuality is deemed normal and homosexuality is tolerated and not incorporated into 

policy design (Gregory and Matthews, 2022: 598). Second, the UK government maintains a 

list of drugs that are illegal to make, sell, share, possess, or consume (devolved governments 

oversee policing and sentencing). They are classified in relation to the penalty for possession 

or production/supply (the latter is higher), including: Class A (e.g. heroin, cocaine); B (e.g. 

amphetamine, cannabis), C (e.g. diazepam) (HM Government, 2022b). 

In the 1980s, HIV exposed the consequences of UK government policies, and prompted policy 

changes (Berridge, 1996). First, to challenge the belief that HIV was not a danger to 

heterosexuals. Early media coverage and surveys suggested that most people thought they 

would be unaffected since HIV originated in Africa and affected gay men via sex, 

haemophiliacs via blood infusions, and heroin users sharing needles (Kitzinger and Miller, 

1992: 32). The UK government (1) funded a health education campaign in 1986-7 (‘Don’t die 

of ignorance’) to promote safer sex (e.g. condom use), and (2) boosted HIV funding to address 

a predicted major rise in population infection (Greenaway et al, 1992: 74). Campaigns to 

challenge ‘gay plague’ media representations  were largely successful, albeit while facing some 

critical press reaction (Wellings and Wadsworth, 1990: 114-5; and, while the NHS prohibited 

men-who-have-sex-with-men from donating blood).  

Second, to accept the value of ‘harm reduction’ drug policies, such as needle/syringe exchanges 

to minimise sharing (during a time when possession of drug paraphernalia was illegal, and 

needles had been confiscated by police) and oral methadone programmes to reduce needle use 

(Cairney, 2002). However, harm reduction was never embraced fully by UK governments (UK 

and devolved ministers tend to tolerate, not promote such measures), despite regular calls by 

its advisory body, the ACMD (Advisory Committee on the Misuse of Drugs). More punitive 

measures are implemented in a discriminatory way (e.g. racial disparities in punishment) and 

do not address strong links between ‘socio-economic deprivation’ and the inequalities of drug 

harm and death (Stevens, 2019: 445; Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 210).  

HIV. Human Immunodeficiency Virus, generally spread via sex or the bloodstream. From 

the 1980s, until effective treatments became available, AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency 

Syndrome) was the usual term to describe ‘late-stage or advanced HIV’ before almost-

inevitable death (Terrence Higgins Trust, 2022). 
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In Scotland, relatively high rates of HIV in heroin users prompted innovation in needle 

exchanges and methadone provision (Cairney, 2002). There is less innovation in relation to 

drug deaths. In 2020/21, Scotland’s ‘drug misuse death rate in 2020 was 3.7 times the rate for 

the UK as a whole’, and ‘people in the most deprived areas were 15.3 times as likely to die 

from drug misuse as those in the least deprived areas’ (National Records of Scotland, 2022: 

19; 10). While it might be possible for the Scottish Government to support ‘drug consumption 

rooms’ as one harm reduction measure, it is reluctant to find out (Nicholls et al, 2022; Cairney, 

2022). 

Steps 3-5 Comparing solutions, predicting outcomes, and making 

recommendations  
These discussions show that inequalities policies are plagued by ambiguity and contestation. 

There is the potential for high state intervention to address inequalities, via redistributive and/ 

or regulatory measures, but a tendency for governments to favour modest intervention.  

As Chapter 9 (and Box 3.5) describes, politicians often make explicit value judgements to 

identify who should benefit from government policies (and when to intervene or not). They 

engage with: trade-offs between state versus individual responsibility (such as to live healthily 

or work hard at school), contestation to define human rights (e.g. the right to be healthy versus 

the right to live free of state interference), and how to define equity in relation to efficiency. 

For example, the ‘Heckman Curve’ suggests that education equity and efficiency are both 

served best by early years investment and worst by higher education spending (Heckman, 

2022), but governments bring more aims to bear when allocating spending.   

Policymakers also use more implicit judgements about how far they are prepared to go to seek 

equitable social and economic outcomes. They make bold claims for policy changes in the 

name of equity, but also have strong reasons to pursue policies that undermine them (Cairney 

and St.Denny, 2020). Further, by accident or design, they may not know the equality impacts 

of policy reforms even though the Public Sector Equality Duty requires them to check (Roberts 

et al, 2018; Khan, 2015; Lammy Review, 2017; Clinks, 2017).  

Overall, policies to foster equity seem difficult to sustain for three connected reasons (Cairney 

et al, 2022b: 5). First, policymakers make broad commitments to social determinants or social 

justice approaches without knowing what they mean. Second, when policymakers make sense 

of these commitments, they find that new aims clash with more-established and higher-salience 

policies. Third, few policymakers have, or are willing to use, the ability to challenge business-

as-usual policymaking, or to make potentially unpopular choices, such as to: 

• regulate social behaviour (as with smoking, drinking, and eating) 

• shift money from highly-visible front-line public services, which provide a clear and 

immediate benefit, to fund policies with a longer-term and less visible effect (even if 

cost-benefit or other research highlights the advantages) 

• take resources from populations that they describe as hard working and responsible, to 

give to populations that they often describe as ‘undeserving’ (Shilliam, 2018).  

https://www.clinks.org/sites/default/files/2018-09/lammy_review_briefing_final.pdf
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In that context, governments prefer to focus on the potential benefits of policymaking reforms 

– to join-up sectors or services to foster more equitable outcomes – rather than more direct and 

redistributive policies, but without demonstrating that benefit in practice. As such, a rhetorical 

commitment to equity policies is not a good predictor of policy change, and a commitment to 

equity-focused reforms is not a good predictor of policymaking change (Cairney et al, 2022a: 

178-82). 

Case study of the London ‘riots’ in 2011 
We know that, on the 4th of August 2011, Metropolitan Police officers shot and killed Mark 

Duggan, a 29-year-old British ‘man of mixed-race origins’ (Murji, 2017: 162) in Tottenham, 

North London. However, every other aspect is contested, including: 

1. What caused this killing?  

From the perspective of the police, they followed procedures to deal with a man that they 

believed to be armed. From the perspective of their critics, they followed a pattern of racist or 

discriminatory behaviour in which young black men are more likely to be stopped and 

searched, arrested, or subject to police violence (Waddington, 2012; Bridges, 2012). 

2. What should we call what happened next?  

People used competing frames to narrate these events (emphasis added each time). Initial 

reactions began as isolated protests in Tottenham (or ‘counter conduct’ - Blackwell, 2015; 

Sokhi-Bulley, 2016), followed by riots over several days in multiple English cities (2017: 162) 

or ‘one of the biggest rebellions that London has seen in a generation’ (Mureithi, 2021).  Over 

several nights, violence and disorder spread to other areas of London, then other places, 

including Salford, Nottingham, and Birmingham. The disorder included vandalism and looting. 

At least five people died, and hundreds were injured. The police made 3000 arrests. Hundreds 

of people had to leave their homes or businesses, and reported billions of pounds of damage 

(Baudains et al, 2012; Riots Panel, 2012; Newburn et al, 2012). It took a high police presence, 

mass arrests, and the deployment of the British Army to restore order. 

3. What caused these events? Did the police exacerbate or solve the problem? 

One explanation is that minoritized people respected a tradition of peaceful protest. Protest is 

fuelled by opposition to racial inequalities and systematic racism in general, and racist policing 

in particular (as opposed to the ‘institutional racism’ described in Box 10.3; see also Soki-

Bulley, 2016; Blackwell, 2015; Sutterluty, 2014; Sewell et al, 2021). The police have killed 

many people of colour before confirming later that their victims had not been a threat to their 

safety. Further, black people have a reasonable expectation that they will be treated relatively 

badly by the police, such as when more likely to appear in police gang databases, be stopped 

and searched for weapons or drugs, or be arrested after being tased (Joseph-Salisbury et al, 

2021; Shiner et al, 2018; Goodfellow, 2018; Lammy Review, 2017; Harris et al, 2022; Azfal, 

2020). Therefore, the local response reflects reasonable suspicion about (1) why the police 

killed Mark Duggan, and (2) the police’s handling of protest. In that context, the poor policing 

of protest exacerbated the righteous anger of protesters, which caused protests to escalate.  

Many accounts situate protests in the wider context of economic crisis, prompting higher 

unemployment, and austerity, prompting cuts to essential services (Chapter 9). For example: 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09627251.2012.670993?journalCode=rcjm20
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0306396812446564?casa_token=TfowrnN0zuAAAAAA%3A0B1RUmx_6qYUpNlFMDg9Lb9R4wjTgGx01WwoKSEs2lgooVa7_8-x2Mpr-_E1Z-aCfGgv5LRqKW9L4Uc
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ppi.1354?casa_token=z72kymQEvuEAAAAA:ReYreohQeLuVjRNnT5LFaZTEC6HBqGUOt1JH9km-hW2b7LV1zfF987GcEJK_5TDig9gEPH4I_Evo2g
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1745-9125.12004
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0725513614528784?casa_token=iJYJDoO3nNAAAAAA:7x-epDqwSByHMVEj4rzH7vTwsaSinkmOuNMSK91Gmt_hgFB8DU5x2UsPPWwJDmLuGYrU9FZC9o44
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/03063968211063436
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/11/black-deaths-in-police-custody-the-tip-of-an-iceberg-of-racist-treatment
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/11/black-deaths-in-police-custody-the-tip-of-an-iceberg-of-racist-treatment
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1. Most ‘rioters’ were unemployed and living in relatively deprived communities 

(Newburn et al, 2012: 3-6; 2015; Equality Trust, 2012). 

2. Cuts to local authorities prompted them to reduce funding for essential youth projects 

and youth workers (Cooper, 2012; Bridges, 2012; Newburn et al, 2012; Reicher et al, 

2019; Thaypal, 2021), and cuts to Education Maintenance Allowance reduced post-16 

engagement with education (Bollotten, 2011). 

3. Local governments (backed by central government) favoured housing regeneration for 

profit rather than community investment, causing social and economic segregation and 

displacement via ‘gentrification’ (Dillon and Fanning, 2015). 

In that context, the government response should be less spending on punitive policing, more 

on social security and public services (Chakelian, 2021), support for new building programmes 

to boost housing and economic growth (Hackney Citizen, 2011). and proper attention to 

patterns of racism and discrimination. Further, previous governments should not have ejected 

these recommendations in the past (Box 10.3). For example, the Riots Victims Panel made 60 

recommendations, including improving numeracy and literacy standards, more targeted social 

care, revised police officer training, and to challenge discriminatory stop-and-search practices 

(Newburn et al, 2012; Newburn et al, 2015; Ball and Taylor, 2012) 

Box 10.3 Institutional and societal racism 
The term institutional racism is ambiguous, contested, and a regular feature of debates on 

police culture (e.g. Lea, 2000; Hallsworth, 2006; BBC News, 2021). In reviews of police 

officer conduct, it has been used to argue that a small minority of officers are consciously and 

intentionally racist, but the police force itself is not (see Mirriam-Webster, 2022 on the misused 

‘bad apple’ metaphor). Rather, police forces reinforce racist practices unconsciously, 

unwittingly, and/or unintentionally (Ahmed, 2017 describes a similar rhetoric of unconscious 

bias by Universities). This official meaning, emphasising unintentionality, differs from its 

original usage (in the US) emphasising routine, everyday, taken-for-granted intentionality: the 

‘acts by the total white community against the black community’ that are less overt, but have 

the same destructive effect (Ture and Hamilton, 1967). The difference relates partly to the dual 

aim to criticise existing practices while keeping police officers on side (Guardian, 1981; 

Scarman and McPherson were commissioned by Home Secretaries).  

The MacPherson report (1999) used institutional racism to describe routine patterns of 

discrimination in the Metropolitan Police (Murji, 2017: 119-40). The police failed to 

investigate properly the racist murder of 18-year-old, black British Stephen Lawrence. His 

parents argued that ‘their colour, culture and ethnic origin, and that of their murdered son’ 

influenced police attitudes, and McPherson (1999: 41, 6.1) notes wide support for this position. 

However, McPherson (1999: 41) denies that ‘overt racism’ is the problem. Rather, (1) the use 

of racist language to describe black people reflects ‘insensitivity and lack of training’, (2) racial 

stereotyping is ‘unconscious’, and (3) the ‘well intentioned’ actions, that ‘arise from racist 

stereotyping of black people as potential criminals or troublemakers’, relate to a ‘tightly knit 

[police] community’ that reinforces rather than challenges its traditions (1999: 41-4). These 

process and cultural factors explain the lack of attention to racially motivated crime, and 

discriminatory behaviour (1999: 51). McPherson (1999) quotes the Scarman report (1981: 11) 

which makes a similar case regarding Britain as an ‘institutionally racist society’: it does not 

http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/46297/1/Reading%20the%20riots%28published%29.pdf
https://www.youthandpolicy.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/cooper_riots_2011.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0306396812446564?casa_token=f7cbbM-MoM0AAAAA%3AHB6lkBMrXF1UBwZ3PqCC_hcbSlYzE_64_rNaVOycFTXgLxH7A-QOtRHfrcvjoNysTcwJH8SG7Ndh
https://access.portico.org/Portico/auView?auId=ark:%2F27927%2Fphx2c2c1r7n
https://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.1024.6237&rep=rep1&type=pdf
https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2021/08/london-riots-2011-england-riots-police-ten-years-decade-anniversary-happen-again
https://www.hackneycitizen.co.uk/2011/09/21/ken-livingstone-riots-debt-climate-change/
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/dec/14/theresa-may-stop-search-review
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/1468-2311.00165?casa_token=n2x4wZtVGScAAAAA:aR2u_DT1EfCmzt7LiKuWGDQzQluB1r3N3Em2Drh0iaS4teMWo-DsnABC7BSieGIndlgdt00feyj2iA
https://idp.springer.com/authorize/casa?redirect_uri=https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10612-006-9014-0&casa_token=w4xY0EUf_bUAAAAA:YAUMQa7mUVvUc6z_WLEYJtpzZ1J0Y_uir6FKRamGbVz9A9thWgMBUewBBHjYJq5CY2UUY-WgkztqKjXA
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-57982273
https://uploads.guim.co.uk/2021/11/25/Scarman_26_Nov_1981.jpg
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‘knowingly’ discriminate, but some ‘practices’ by ‘public bodies’ and ‘private individuals’ 

could be ‘unwittingly discriminatory’ against black people. Similarly,  the ‘policies of the 

Metropolitan Police are not racist’, but some officers may exhibit ‘errors of judgment’ based 

on stereotyping, while others exhibit  ‘ill considered immature and racially prejudiced actions’ 

when engaging with black residents (1981: 64).  

Scarman had been commissioned to explain the ‘serious disorder’ in Brixton in 1981 (Hansard, 

1981) that was comparable to events in Tottenham in 2011. As well as focusing on policing, to 

recommend better complaints procedures and community engagement, Scarman (1981: 135) 

highlighted racial ‘discrimination’ and ‘disadvantage’. Lea and Hallworth (2012) describe the 

latter as a ‘toxic combination of unemployment, racism, a society which marginalised their 

political voice and which addressed the symptoms of urban decay with systematic over-

policing’ (see also Thomas, 2012). Scarman recommended state intervention to address barriers 

to employment, education, and recreation. These recommendations went against a Thatcherite 

focus on personal responsibility (Gamble, 1992). They were ‘out of key with the political 

temper of the times and triggered no significant political or policy response’ (Hall, 2004: 190). 

The opposite explanation is that the riots were caused by criminality and family breakdown 

(including the claim that many rioters were gang members). First, Conservative leaders and 

think tanks related social disorder to family breakdown and poor parenting. Cameron (2011 – 

see also Stratton, 2010) related ‘broken society’ to ‘violent crime, teenage pregnancy, drug and 

alcohol addiction, family breakdown, debt, worklessness, inequality’ and described Labour’s 

large but ineffective state response. Ian Duncan Smith (Secretary of State for Work and 

Pensions, 2010-16) blamed welfare dependency, the lack of ‘role models except the violent 

and the criminal, like child soldiers of the third world’ (Mulholland, 2011), and emphasised 

the rioters’ ‘lack of humanity’ (Ball and Drury, 2012: 4). The Centre for Social Justice 

campaigned on issues related to (nuclear) family breakdown (Page, 2010; Pautz, 2012) and 

worklessness (Rodger, 2016). These characterisations received energetic support from right-

wing papers such as the Daily Mail (Phillips, 2011). Further, the Labour MP for Tottenham, 

David Lammy, described a ‘lack of male role models in young men's lives’ and the Bishop of 

London asserted that the ‘background to the riots is family breakdown and the absence of strong 

and positive role models’ (The Christian Institute, 2011).  

Second, the problem is a ‘feral underclass’, operating outside of mainstream society, beset by 

anti-social behaviour and criminality (Crossley, 2016; Clarke, 2011), including membership of 

criminal gangs (Travis, 2011; Densely et al, 2020; 2013; 2011; Home Office, 2011). Duggan’s 

gang links were also emphasised by police, politicians, and right-wing media (Ryder, 2014). 

The response should be punitive, requiring more policing (Travis, 2011; UK Parliament, 2011). 

Cameron told the House of Commons that the rioters were engaged in ‘criminality, pure and 

simple’ (HM Government, 2011). In particular, ‘territorial, hierarchical and incredibly violent 

… street gangs’ were behind the violence. They are ‘young boys’ from ‘dysfunctional homes’, 

making money from theft and selling drugs, killing other gang members, and harming ‘innocent 

bystanders’, while ‘bound together by an imposed loyalty to an authoritarian gang leader’ 

(Cameron, 2011; Cottrell-Boyce et al, 2013).  

https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1981/apr/13/brixton-disturbances
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1981/apr/13/brixton-disturbances
https://www.crimeandjustice.org.uk/publications/cjm/article/understanding-riots
https://conservative-speeches.sayit.mysociety.org/speech/601479
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2011/oct/03/duncan-smith-riots-benefits-system
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/anti.12002
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/opendemocracyuk/revisiting-easterhouse-home-of-iain-duncan-smiths-epiphany/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-2024690/UK-riots-2011-Britains-liberal-intelligentsia-smashed-virtually-social-value.html
https://www.christian.org.uk/news/riots-where-are-the-fathers/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/sep/05/punishment-rioters-help
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/oct/24/riots-analysis-gangs-no-pivotal-role
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/1473225420902848
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jan/19/mark-duggan-lawful-killing-inquest-verdict
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1473225413505382?casa_token=g94H-BzW2IwAAAAA%3AO2xizdqA6OthAIfeb3i4DLIalVfgTEzRUtbkMJz7KrLYqKljL91qBn5_IVcnx2PrXaQIQMqCJIOHXBo
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Cameron (2011) also floated the idea of (non-military) national service as part of a ‘fight back’ 

narrative. Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg suggested that rioters should be made to 

apologise to those affected, and be forced to don orange jumpsuits while making retribution 

(Total Politics, 2011), while the Daily Express (2011) ran a ‘Reclaim Our Streets’ campaign, 

and The Chief Constable of Greater Manchester Police talked of ramping up the ‘shock and 

awe’ of the justice system (Tiratelli, 2018). Further, Ed Miliband, leader of the Labour Party, 

described rioters as ‘yobs’ (BBC News, 2011) and previous Labour governments had 

emphasised punitive measures for social disorder (Squires and Stephen, 2005).  

What was the impact of protest and riots on government policy? 
Our aim is not to resolve these debates in favour of one explanation. Rather, we show that the 

UK government response (largely to produce policy for England) reflected the criminality and 

broken family frames during a period of austerity (Chapter 9). Chapter 2 describes major policy 

change when a ‘window of opportunity’ opens and three ‘streams’ come together: there is high 

attention to a problem; a feasible solution exists; and, policymakers have the motive and 

opportunity to act (Kingdon, 1995). First, this perspective helps to explore problem definition. 

The UK government did not much ask: what is the evidence for systemic racism in the UK, 

what solutions exist, and which are feasible? Rather, ministers asked: how can we deal with 

broken families and criminal gangs? Second, it reminds us about the importance of solution 

feasibility. Ministers struggled to make one preferred solution politically feasible, because high 

state intervention and substantial spending on ‘problem families’ was (a) a Labour government 

agenda, and (b) not a fit with an austerity agenda sold as a response to Labour’s failure (Chapter 

9). They responded initially by describing the urgent need to intervene to protect the children 

of troubled families while punishing the deviant behaviour of adults (Cairney and St.Denny, 

2020: 190).  

The ‘Troubled Families’ programme to fix a broken society 

Cameron announced the acceleration of the Troubled Families programme within a week of 

the riots and before announcing an inquiry to try to understand them (Crossley, 2015a). In two 

speeches in 2011, he drew on references to crime, immorality, and family breakdown to put 

parenting policy on the top of the government’s agenda: 

‘Now that the riots have happened I will make sure that we clear away the red tape and 

the bureaucratic wrangling, and put rocket boosters under this programme . . . with a 

clear ambition that within the lifetime of this Parliament we will turn around the lives 

of the 120,000 most troubled families in the country’ (Cameron, 2011a). 

“Officialdom might call them ‘families with multiple disadvantages’. Some in the press 

might call them ‘neighbours from hell’. Whatever you call them, we’ve known for years 

that a relatively small number of families are the source of a large proportion of the 

problems in society. Drug addiction. Alcohol abuse. Crime. A culture of disruption and 

irresponsibility that cascades through generations (Cameron, 2011b). 

How did the government deal with political feasibility? First, it described the problem as 

solvable (by limiting the problem to 120,000 families) and a way to save money overall: ‘Last 

year the state spent an estimated £9 billion on just 120,000 families . . . that is around £75,000 

https://www.totalpolitics.com/articles/news/nick-cleggs-riot-work-programme
https://theconversation.com/the-london-riots-ten-years-on-how-a-crackdown-on-protest-became-their-main-legacy-165048#:~:text=The%202011%20riots%20emerged%20out,the%20police%20on%20August%204.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-manchester-14480160
https://www.petersquires.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/02/rethinking_asbos.pdf
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per family’ (2011b). Second, it sought cost management by increasing the Troubled Families 

allocation to local authorities while cutting other local budgets, Third, it made sure that local 

authorities would declare policy success on behalf of the UK government, because:  

1. Local authorities would only receive full funding for success. The UK government part-

funded the cost (40% of £10,000) to ‘turn around’ each family, using Payment By 

Results (PBR) to pay for success when self-declared by local authorities. 

2. The proxy for success was simplistic and easy to achieve without solving the alleged 

problem. It defined a troubled family as meeting three criteria: at least one child is (i) 

engaging in anti-social or criminal behaviour (e.g. subject to an ASBO), and (ii) failing 

at school (e.g. excluded, suspended three times, or under 85% attendance), and (iii) at 

least one adult is receives unemployment benefits. Turning around a family meant 

securing improvement in one of those criteria (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 186-7). 

This approach allowed the UK government to declare that the Troubled Families programme 

was an effective response to the riots, then announce a major expansion to 400,000 families 

(without really following through). It became a classic case of political and process success (it 

was popular and easy to process) in the absence of programmatic success (it did not really solve 

the problem it described – Box 5.3) (for a full account, see Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 

Chapter 9, drawing on Hayden and Jenkins, 2014; Crossley, 2015a; 2015b; 2016a; 2016b; 

Bond-Taylor, 2015; Levitas, 2014; Lambert and Crossley, 2017; see also Cairney, 2019a; Loft, 

2020; Hodgkinson and Tilley, 2011).  

The criminal justice programme to punish the rioters 

All three major parties (including the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats in coalition) 

supported a punitive response to the riots, which boosted the political feasibility of the 

following measures. First, to reverse relatively ‘liberal’ trends in policy while expanding legal 

and judicial capacity to deal with those arrested. Measures included to relax an evidentiary 

threshold for public prosecution, allow under-18s to be tried for minor offences, recategorize 

theft as burglary, and treat more cases in crown courts (which can produce longer sentences) 

(Tiratelli, 2021; Pina-Sanchez et al, 2016). Second, to halt proposed cuts to police numbers, 

give them greater resources to disperse crowds (Newburn et al, 2011) (e.g. then Mayor of 

London, Boris Johnson, flirted with buying water cannons), and allow them to impose curfew 

zones (Travis, 2011) or take a ‘zero tolerance’ approach to anti-social behaviour (Dodd, 2011). 

The government also reframed existing plans, to create elected Police and Crime 

Commissioners, to make forces more accountable (Raine and Keasey, 2012; such as for their 

own failure to reform stop-and-search practices - Newburn et al, 2012). Third, to pursue the 

Ending Gang and Youth Violence strategy (HM Government, 2011), including to compile data 

ASBO. Anti-social behaviour order. Introduced by the UK and Scottish governments under 

Labour, as part of three – inclusive, punitive, then holistic - phases of families policies 

agendas. There was minimal use of ASBOs (then no direct equivalent to the Troubled 

Families programme) in Scotland (Cairney and St.Denny, 2020: 181-4). Current UK 

government measures to address ‘drunken or threatening behaviour, vandalism and graffiti, 

playing loud music at night’ are the ‘Community Protection Notice (CPN) or Criminal 

Behaviour Order (CBO)’ (HM Government, 2022). 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7585/CBP-7585.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7585/CBP-7585.pdf
https://www.ojp.gov/ncjrs/virtual-library/abstracts/tackling-anti-social-behaviour-lessons-new-labour-coalition
https://theconversation.com/the-london-riots-ten-years-on-how-a-crackdown-on-protest-became-their-main-legacy-165048
https://theconversation.com/the-london-riots-ten-years-on-how-a-crackdown-on-protest-became-their-main-legacy-165048
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/aug/16/england-riots-may-police-curfew
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2011/aug/14/bill-bratton-police-track-record
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/20470891211275911/full/html?fullSc=1
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on alleged gang members, fund local anti-gang task forces, and try to punish gangs as a whole 

for individual crimes (Densley et al, 2020: 4). 

Critical policy analysis at the heart of modern UK debates 
Chapter 2 portrays critical policy analysis as a way to combine (1) research to highlight 

inequalities and marginalisation, and (2) advocacy to defend or support marginalised groups. 

Some accounts incorporate attempts to ‘decolonise’ research and policy analysis, and some 

refer to ‘critical race theory’ (CRT) in particular, to show that most research does not 

communicate well the ‘experiences of marginalized groups’, and that policymakers have 

misused research to justify power inequalities, racism, and unfair social outcomes (Doucet, 

2019: 2-3). 

In most other chapters, we suggest that critical analysis tends to raise important issues, but be 

ignored by most UK governments who favour neoliberal interpretations of policy problems. In 

this chapter, we identify a recent tendency by right-wing politicians to not only reject critical 

accounts but also describe CRT as a dangerous or damaging ideology to be resisted.  

The diffusion of critical race theory as a threatening set of ideas 

Developments in the UK relate strongly to the US’ right-wing reaction to CRT as a scholarly 

and advocacy movement. For CRT advocates, studies helped to document the profound 

difference between (1) the appearance of US equality, fostered by anti-discrimination laws or 

affirmative action policies, and (2) the endurance of white supremacy, racism, subjugation, and 

racialised outcomes in policy and society (Crenshaw et al, 1995; Hodkinson et al, 2022; 

Warmington, 2020; Bell, 1992). This racism is both overt and covert, and the latter ‘acts by the 

total white community against the black community’ are ‘just as ‘destructive of human life’ 

(Ture and Hamilton, 1967; Box 10.3). CRT studies monitor such activity in multiple sectors, 

such as law and education, to challenge a tendency in the US to privilege individualist discourse 

at the expense of a focus on structural barriers or systemic discrimination (Mencke and 

Buchanan, 2010]; George, 2021; Etmanski, 2012; Goodfellow, 2018).). They also inform 

advocacy, such as to influence Black Lives Matter activism, anti-racist movements within the 

Democratic Party, or critical approaches to education policy (Laniyonu (2021; Mohdin et al, 

2020; Bradbury, 2019).  

In  that context, for its largely right-wing opponents, CRT represents a threat to US politics and 

society (Brewster, 2021). High profile figures – including former President Trump – have used 

a caricature of CRT to reject claims of US white supremacy, portray BLM activists as 

anarchists or agent provocateurs (responsible for US riots), and stoke up support for their own 

ideological positions.  

There is a UK version of this development. For example, race-conscious research is part of a 

tradition of critical research into the socio-economic impact of inequalities on outcomes such 

as education attainment (Warmington, 2020; Gilborn et al, 2018), and part of studies of 

intersectional approaches to research and policy (Box 10.4). ‘Decolonising’ research and 

advocacy highlights (for example) the profoundly damaging impact of the British Empire on 

colonised countries, the role of the slave trade in UK economic development (and funding of 

historic monuments in the UK), and the need to change radically how we narrate key historical 

https://www.northumbriajournals.co.uk/index.php/jcche/article/view/1153/1549
https://www.proquest.com/openview/5a80902b68542f0f03b93e91c3b46509/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750
https://www.proquest.com/openview/5a80902b68542f0f03b93e91c3b46509/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750
https://www.americanbar.org/groups/crsj/publications/human_rights_magazine_home/civil-rights-reimagining-policing/a-lesson-on-critical-race-theory/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1000191.pdf
https://democracycollaborative.org/sites/default/files/2020-02/New%20Thinking%20for%20the%20British%20Economy.pdf#page=150
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/british-journal-of-political-science/article/abs/phantom-pains-the-effect-of-police-killings-of-black-americans-on-black-british-attitudes/52B01986BC7F16830E283FBDA7497A2D
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jul/29/george-floyd-death-fuelled-anti-racism-protests-britain
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jul/29/george-floyd-death-fuelled-anti-racism-protests-britain
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10072022/1/Bradbury_RRE%202019%20Final.pdf
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jackbrewster/2021/06/18/trump-says-critical-race-theory-borders-on-psychological-abuse/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1070289X.2019.1587907
https://www.routledge.com/Critical-Race-Theory-in-Education-4-vol-set/Gillborn-Dixson-Ladson-Billings-Parker-Rollock-Warmington/p/book/9781138848276


23 

 

figures (Kwoba et al, 2018; Nasar, 2020; Bourne, 2021).  There are ‘decolonising’ initiatives 

in secondary and higher education (National Education Union, 2022; Begum and Saini, 2019; 

Bhambra et al, 2018; Shilliam, 2021). The Black Lives Matter protests in the UK also focused 

attention on CRT ideas, such as to use the slogan ‘defund the police’ to foster more effective – 

and less discriminatory - ways to use public resources than arrest or detention (e.g. Joseph-

Salisbury et al, 2021; Seymour Butler, 2019). However, these ideas are not mainstream in the 

UK: organisational changes in their name (e.g. decolonising Universities) have generally been 

modest, and undermined by neoliberal policies (Bhopal, 2018), and more radical options (such 

as reparations) are pursued rarely (Nurse, 2021).  

Box 10.4 Intersectional approaches to research and policy 

Crenshaw (1989: 139) coined ‘intersectionality’ to contrast: (1) the ‘multidimensionality of 

Black women’s experience’ with (2) the ‘single axis framework that is dominant in 

antidiscrimination law’. The latter ‘erases Black women’ by privileging the analysis of a 

privileged group in each single category. This focus ‘marginalizes those who are multiply-

burdened and obscures claims that cannot be understood as resulting from discrete sources of 

discrimination’ (e.g. if a court rejects a claim of discrimination if a company employs black 

men and white women, but not black women) (1989: 140). Since ‘the intersectional experience 

is greater than the sum of racism and sexism, any analysis that does not take intersectionality 

into account cannot sufficiently address the particular manner in which Black women are 

subordinated’ (1989: 140). While focused originally on race and sex discrimination in US law, 

‘intersectional studies’ now apply generally to the reciprocal relationship between (1) research 

using an intersectional ‘lens’ to identify multiple, intersecting sources/objects of 

discrimination, and (2) challenges to discrimination: 

 ‘from society-and work-centered movements to demand greater economic justice for 

low-income women of color … to legal and policy advocacy that seeks to remedy 

gender and racial discrimination … to state-targeted movements to abolish prisons, 

immigration restrictions, and military interventions that are nominally neutral with 

respect to race/ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, and nation but are in fact 

disproportionally harmful’ (Cho et al., 2013: 785-6; see also Hankivsky and Jordan-

Zachery, 2019; Palencia et al, 2014; Christopherson, 2021).  

Applications of this lens in the UK highlight ways to challenge the effects of discrimination, 

such as to (1) support more universalist policies 

(Runnymede Trust, 2021), or (2) end the 

austerity policies that ‘negatively impacted 

women of colour the most’, financial barriers to 

employment tribunals, and the Home Office’s 

‘hostile environment’ immigration policy, ‘stop 

and search’, and ‘Prevent’ programme 

(Goodfellow, 2018: 152). They also relate 

closely to the social justice or social 

determinants approaches that we describe in 

relation to education and health equity, and to 

Prevent. Part of UK government counter-

terrorism strategies from 2003: Protect 

(security), Pursue (surveillance), Prepare 

(contingency planning), and Prevent 

(challenge the spread of an ideology that 

radicalises British citizens and fosters 

domestic terrorism). In theory, it applies 

to everyone. In practice, most people 

referred to the police, or deemed higher 

risk, are non-white and Muslim (O’Toole 

et al, 2012; Heath-Kelly, 2017). 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09612025.2020.1812815?casa_token=WILyFQH6HvkAAAAA%3A7F1So8SdWw1cM_LRk-V7cUccGodNPelVbORb5R0uQACz6JDdaqfMVICXXAnptQra7kdvE8PqvBibewA
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/03063968211023370?casa_token=uvHR_mU6XnoAAAAA%3Aq_u8zwV0wCTSjvqTuYgkhwY-cVpU_MS3xg0ZzrbAhVGECXtewPcChnlsXARC4blXZnZcoei92l6VAzE
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_url?url=https://heinonline.org/hol-cgi-bin/get_pdf.cgi%3Fhandle%3Dhein.journals/denlj31%26section%3D9%26casa_token%3DPT3CxFcOURsAAAAA:Ogf1m5OdwWmal_8NwRtQ6DdffuUZKdi4ZExJwU4-qi2mSA0JllQio8rr00TcKas7Ij2Mc7O6&hl=en&sa=T&oi=gsb-ggp&ct=res&cd=0&d=81756314447292562&ei=AD3VYqatMonGsQLetqXADw&scisig=AAGBfm0xmKbr0mI9w-4fH8Kg59uJYOSZEw
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-98473-5_1
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-98473-5_1
http://www.sophie-project.eu/pdf/Guide_intersectionality_SOPHIE.pdf
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the need for thoughtful implementation of the Equality Act 2010 which lists separate ‘protected 

characteristics’ (compare Christoffersen, 2019 with Scottish Government (2022)). 

Two cautionary tales relate to governments making sense of useful concepts in unhelpful ways. 

First, intersectionality could represent another broad term to support the vague ambition to 

reduce policymaking silos, using buzz phrases like holistic government (Chapter 3). Second, 

policymakers can subvert (or ‘whiten’) this agenda with reference to ‘generic intersectionality’ 

(Christoffersen, 2022: 407-8). By stating that there are many intersecting sources of 

discrimination, a government can downplay the importance of each one. This perverse outcome 

is also a feature of the ‘colour blind’ or ‘equity for all’ initiatives that replace a specific focus 

on racial inequalities with generic education equity aims (Cairney and Kippin, 2022).  

Nevertheless, some right-wing politicians in the UK – including Nigel Farage (Chapter 7) -

make similar claims about the danger of CRT, question its relevance in a UK that is allegedly 

a more tolerant and welcoming country than the US, and/or reject claims that the UK’s history 

of imperialism was damaging to colonised countries (see El-Enany, 2020 on the connections 

between Brexit and ‘nostalgia for empire’). Many have subverted the once-used-positively 

term ‘woke’ (Gill, 2022), as part of an apparent turn towards ‘culture wars’ (Pitts et al, 2021). 

This approach is also part of Conservative government discourse. For example, Kemi 

Badenoch (then Minister for Equalities) told the House of Commons that the Government stood 

‘unequivocally against’ CRT, describing it as a political movement which animated the actions 

of the radical anti-capitalist Black Lives Matter movement (Nelson, 2020).  

The UK government alternative to CRT 

BLM protests drew enough attention to racism in the UK to prompt the government to ask the 

Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities to produce a report (2021, chaired by educational 

consultant Tony Sewell). Its report emphasised the importance of building trust between police 

and communities and improving police training, encouraging greater opportunities to education 

and training, and investigating health and other disparities (HM Government, 2022). It also 

argued that ‘the big challenge of our age is not overt racial prejudice, it is building on and 

advancing the progress won by the struggles of the past 50 years’ (Goodhart, 2021). 

Critics of the UK response argued that the Commission was set up to legitimise, rather than 

challenge, UK policy: most of its members reject social determinants approaches; it would be 

influenced by people in government who are unsympathetic to CRT (e.g. Munira Mirza, then 

Director of the Number 10 Policy Unit); and, its chosen language presents a benign framing of 

racialised outcomes (Gedalof, 2022). The report in 2021 received similar criticism that it: 

dismissed the importance of systemic racism, and allowed for individualist interpretations of 

racialised outcomes (and therefore put the blame on marginalised populations - Kaur and 

Hague, 2021). As such, this experience continues a tradition in UK government to commission 

non-threatening reports that call for changes to policy and practice but not radical action (Box 

10.3). 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/using-intersectionality-policymaking-analysis-summary-findings/documents/
https://www.newstatesman.com/comment/2022/04/why-the-war-on-woke-is-imploding
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/76253703/Pitts_Thompson_Cruddas_Ingold_2021_Culture_Wars_and_Class_Wars-with-cover-page-v2.pdf?Expires=1657726269&Signature=d-I0~-MV4KHOd-g6vfHfSjtsoBmGOL9ZCAahowArvOyV8PXgLpF0M1t7jhkOyX-HHfAlkclXgP-mUh25cCwEgRKqUoDTFhQ2eW7hnRuDY6dNONrJm2RfNTbeT6Vzs-F-XnxK3Z5e9bSDxpo--Dr1flio-FDEwiR~BpmhepKNcPNZR1fad80oanSRBcvKW3NUkEl2MCAN0Jy62UUcDysnJuIpuP2uNWMip0kRuCg3xspVkS7msfX4YFRduNFXIxzjo3tuyWyq86CBBZ5RNOabBOVn4BWAbPMcM5RxQnbxNM5iqRwFP4m2bNlUBQteJIL4hcsJn288YeqeQ-g0yiZmXQ__&Key-Pair-Id=APKAJLOHF5GGSLRBV4ZA
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/kemi-badenoch-the-problem-with-critical-race-theory
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/inclusive-britain-action-plan-government-response-to-the-commission-on-race-and-ethnic-disparities/inclusive-britain-government-response-to-the-commission-on-race-and-ethnic-disparities
https://policyexchange.org.uk/the-sewell-commission-is-a-game-changer-for-how-britain-talks-about-race/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/02610183221093788?casa_token=5OTlaos1RsIAAAAA:RsrIMPAJYc-h9o0h_expI9r_odsQydSIQL0eQUUqpYdWqq0CzWTf9UwrEkBTi2mbYBCr-EK_-QwZt8M
https://theconversation.com/race-commission-report-the-rights-and-wrongs-158316
https://theconversation.com/race-commission-report-the-rights-and-wrongs-158316
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Conclusion 
How can we use the Westminster and complex government stories to reflect on inequalities 

policies? They could provide different (but potentially complementary) ways to understand the 

continuous gap between policy rhetoric and outcomes. First, critics of the lack of policy 

progress often draw on the Westminster story to blame UK government ministers. Put simply, 

if ministers exhibited enough knowledge of the social determinants of policy problems, and the 

political will to address them, they could reduce inequalities in the UK considerably. Instead, 

they ignore the issue, provide only vague platitudes as a substitute for action, or make the 

problem worse by individualising social problems or producing discriminatory policies. For 

example, a key theme in Chapters 9 and 10 is that Conservative ministers made explicit value 

judgements regarding who should benefit from government policy, and implicit choices 

regarding the likely impact of austerity and other measures, to exacerbate social and economic 

inequalities across the UK. They also oversaw hostile policies to deter immigration and deport 

British citizens, and legitimised ‘institutional racism’ in public services such as police forces.  

Second, insights from the complex government story help to explain the lack of progress to 

‘join up’ policy and policymaking to reduce inequalities. Modern UK governments have put 

their faith in holistic policymaking to take forward an ambitious rhetoric to address spatial, 

gendered, or racialised outcomes in sectors such as health and education. As such, they have 

found (repeatedly) that these reforms never live up to their stated expectations, while many are 

undermined by their more important preference for individualist or managerial solutions to 

social problems. Put together, we may conclude that: even the most sincere and energetic 

policymakers would struggle to translate ambitious plans into a genuinely more equitable 

British society; but, few ministers seem to try. Devolved government experiences exhibit fairly 

similar variations on this theme, albeit in a context where their ability to innovate is far more 

limited. 

In particular, the case study of protests/riots in 2011 helps to focus attention on the UK 

government’s engagement with race and racism in the UK. It is possible to take forward a 

narrative that emphasises the wider social and economic context: (1) the police killing of Mark 

Duggan exemplified routine police discrimination, people had a right to protest, and also held 

an expectation that the police would mishandle protest; and (2) these events took place at a 

time when government policies exacerbated profound inequalities in relation to 

unemployment, housing, and access to high quality public services. However, the UK 

government chose the opposite narrative: (1) police forces act reasonably and do not 

discriminate deliberately, and their role was essential to restore order after riots; and (2) the 

solution to the problem is state intervention to turn around troubled families, punish criminality, 

and break down criminal gangs. This response in 2011 is typical. It builds on a longstanding 

tradition of criminalising protest against governmental and police treatment – particularly when 

instigated by black people – and to support police forces even during a challenge to their 

practices. At the time of writing, this approach extends to the police killing of Chris Kaba (BBC 

News, 2022; Birchley, 2022), although – in this case – attention to vigils and protests was 

minimal during blanket coverage of the death of Queen Elizabeth II.  
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