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Introduction: Racialised 
Mythologies in Times of Neglect, 

Cruelty and Expulsion

Living in a world long disfigured by the violent, 
world-making force of racism, we have no choice but to be 
anti-racist. However, to act effectively against racism, we 
need to be able to describe it, to keep up with its shifting 
forms. As Cedric Robinson puts it: ‘Race presents all the 
appearance of stability. History, however, compromises 
this fixity. Race is mercurial – deadly and slick.’1 Cultures 
and practices of racism are rooted (and routed) in empire 
and yet they are constantly shifting in form and function. 
Racism is historically specific. We therefore need to ask 
how racial meanings and hierarchies are made and remade 
in our times. This book is our attempt to describe how 
racism has been working its deadly magic in contemporary 
Britain over the last few years. Because we view racism as 
historically specific and messy, we have found it necessary 
to map some of the complex relations between empire, 
racist culture, state practices and political economy. This 
means connecting the most overt manifestations of racist 
culture – the name calling, the racist street violence, the 
zealous anti-immigrant politics – to the shifting practices 
of a security-oriented state seeking legitimacy in times of 
unbearable economic uncertainty.
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Britain is not a happy place. The market-oriented 
prosperity promised by Thatcherism and New Labour 
has proved for many to be hollow. While some aspects of 
the post-war consensus remain influential and continue 
to be circulated as the underlying common sense of UK 
political life, in reality the NHS and council homes that 
defined the boom years of the 1950s and 1960s are being 
privatised and stripped to the bone, accelerating the crises 
in housing, health and social care. The austerity imposed 
on other parts of the welfare state which followed the 2008 
financial crisis has brought increased hardship and frus-
tration, through both a lack of services and cuts to public 
sector jobs. On top of this, a deregulated labour market, 
zero-hour contracts and the gig economy mean that work, 
if you can get it, is precarious and low paid. In this context, 
reactionary nationalism is mobilised for political gain, and 
migrants, whether constructed as workers or scroungers, 
documented or illegal, have shouldered much of the blame 
for finance capitalism’s fiscal calamities. A nostalgia for 
empire and the euphoria of world war victory has displaced 
demands for a return to post-war welfarism.2 The crisis of 
legitimacy for governments that cannot provide the jobs 
and prosperity promised by market-led growth has been 
partially reconciled by new covenants, promises to protect 
the nation from violent crime, terrorism and immigrants. 

In the following chapters we trace how shifting ide-
ological repertoires of race and nation legitimate new 
forms of state power and practice in the context of this 
‘organised abandonment’.3 Many of the questions which 
frame this book take the earlier work of cultural studies 
as their prompt and guide – particularly that of Stuart 
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Hall, Paul Gilroy and others working at the Centre for 
Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham.4 We are 
interested in how crises of political legitimacy are artic-
ulated in relation to themes of race, cultural difference, 
law and order, militarism, nationalism, gender, sexuality 
and the family – often expressed in profoundly visceral 
and violent registers. We recognise that shifts in economic 
relations fundamentally shape political, ideological and 
cultural formations, and that crises of capital accumula-
tion and profitability organise the more immediate terrain 
of political struggle. However we refuse the class reduc-
tionism which imagines that political interventions need 
focus only on the ‘economic base’, and all else will follow, 
and we reject the view that racism is a straightforward 
effect of economic crisis.5

We are interested in the political practices and logics 
that work through race, that signal race explicitly or 
implicitly, and that make and remake race in the present. 
This is why we ask throughout the book: what kind of 
state do we have now, and how is its programme of cruelty, 
neglect and expulsion justified ideologically? When 
trying to understand race and racism in Britain today, we 
need to analyse how racist state practices – immigration 
controls, counter-terror measures and criminal justice 
policies – seem to address people’s real problems and 
lived experiences. In other words, we need to think about 
the relationship between state racism and the making 
of political subjectivities. This project of making and 
remaking political subjectivities cannot be understood 
without attention to the place of (post)imperial racial 
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anxieties and the sense of pervasive loss that animates 
political imaginations.  

Our argument is not simply that racism tricks people into 
blaming their economic hardship on racialised outsiders. 
This is true but it is too flat. Beyond ‘false consciousness’ 
arguments, we are interested in the kinds of affects and 
political subjectivities that are brought into being through 
practices and representations of state neglect, cruelty and 
racialised expulsion. These practices do not only make 
racists, they also produce political subjects who long for 
authority, closure and certainty in ways which exceed the 
racial and implicate all of us. In our view, these desires and 
frustrations are inevitably shaped by the digital character 
of so much political and social life today, and thus our 
analysis of racism is also about how people communicate 
and imagine collectively on social media. 

Mapping this terrain is far from straightforward. 
Racialised crises reveal the fault lines of a wider destabili-
sation, and thus the difficulty of even describing racism is 
a measure of our collective confusion in these unsettling 
times. That said, there is value in describing and drawing 
connections, even as the ground moves beneath our feet. 
For us, the return (if it ever went away) of race as an 
organising term in a time of crisis is the opening question 
not the closing answer. In part, this stems from a shared 
belief that defeating the dehumanising violence of racism 
requires an agility and openness to surprise, because 
the one thing our enemies do well, do better than us, is 
to retain the element of surprise. The weary cynicism of 
anti-racists who proclaim that they have seen it all before, 
that racism is endless, timeless and monolithic, prevents 
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us from seeing how things change. The point is not to say 
how things are always the same but to understand how we 
and ours continue to be shafted in spite of other changes. 
Things might still be awful but they are not awful in the 
same way.

This, then, is where we begin – with the shared belief 
that it is not so easy to understand the times we are in. In 
particular, strange and multiple remakings of racism have 
taken on a heightened significance, but connecting these 
eruptions to economic and national crisis is no simple 
task. From this difficult starting point, this book seeks to 
deepen our understanding of racism in Britain, beyond 
Tory-bashing and outside the restrictive tempos set by 
public scandal and parliamentary squabbling. 

Hopefully this book also offers some tools for moving 
beyond accounts of racism that become stuck document-
ing structural inequalities or interpersonal humiliations, 
realities which should not be taken lightly, but which 
cannot, on their own, offer us a way out analytically. We 
hope the book provides some useful tools for thinking 
the problem differently, for understanding the present 
moment in new ways and, ultimately and most impor-
tantly, for building analytical connections that can inform 
political struggle. Before we begin our analysis of racialised 
folk devils in contemporary Britain, we thought it would 
be useful to explain what we mean by the neglectful state, 
which frames our argument in the subsequent chapters. In 
the next section, we offer a brief account of how neglect, 
cruelty and expulsion have defined British state practices 
over the past ten years of austerity. 
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* * *

‘You cut, we bleed’ was the cri de cœur popularised by the 
feminist direct action group Sisters Uncut in the second 
decade of the twenty-first century, highlighting the rela-
tionship between austerity and gender-based violence. 
While it can be read as a direct demand to re-invest in 
services for survivors of domestic violence, this powerful 
assertion also speaks to the wider context of state aban-
donment and violence. It challenges a post-financial crisis 
common sense, in which those most in need of welfare 
support now face scrutiny, neglect and criminalisation 
– or a combination of all three. In more ways than one, 
cuts lead to bloodshed, and while these new cruelties 
disproportionately impact racialised people, the resulting 
poverty, despair, violence and death are by no means 
confined to them. 

Unlike some of its European neighbours, Britain did 
not experience austerity as an external imposition. There 
were no European Bank bailout conditions to meet, no 
fraught negotiations with the Troika. Instead, Britain’s 
twenty-first-century austerity has been coded in terms of 
regaining control after the alleged profligacy of an earlier 
New Labour administration. As a result, British austerity 
has been narrated as an expression of sovereignty – ‘we are 
all in it together’ – as opposed to an external imposition 
undermining sovereignty, as in Greece and Italy. Despite 
this, the punishing features of twenty-first-century 
austerity in Britain are similar to those of other austerity-
stricken European economies. 

What is distinctive is the folding of ‘austerity’ (always 
presented as a necessity, an emergency response that is 
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beyond political challenge) into a longer-standing British 
political narrative and a decades-long attack on any vestige 
of the state as a redistributive actor. Britain had deregulated 
its labour market under the Blair government, proclaim-
ing the benefits of ‘flexibility’ at work. The UK economy 
fell into its dangerous reliance on financial services in this 
period, a factor that impacted heavily following the 2008 
crash, when income inequality increased further, making 
Britain one of the most unequal societies in Europe – 
establishing what Danny Dorling calls ‘peak inequality’.6 
All of this began long before the arrival of post-crash 
austerity. Indeed, the demonisation of welfare recipients 
similarly predates austerity, and it is these economic and 
social policies that together set the stage for the breaking 
apart of cultures of mutuality. 

In an echo of the enforced austerity imposed in parts of 
southern Europe, Britain has seen a massive rolling back of 
state spending more broadly. In particular, services admin-
istered through local government have been slashed, with 
an extreme impact on libraries, children’s centres, youth 
services and support for the vulnerable, including notable 
cuts to services relating to domestic violence, mental 
health and disability support. Alongside this squeeze on 
services and public spaces, the terms of state support 
have changed. Conditionality has become central to the 
benefits system – claimants must fulfil various demands 
in order to receive assistance, with requirements ranging 
from evidencing an active pursuit of employment and 
attending assessment meetings, to undertaking unpaid 
work placements. This has been pursued independently of 
the pressures of austerity. Taken together, the long-stand-
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ing political campaign to delegitimise claiming welfare 
benefits, even for the most vulnerable and including those 
in very low-paid work, and the stripping back of state 
spending, have worked together to create levels of poverty 
and hardship unseen for many decades. When we refer 
to the neglectful, as opposed to the welfarist, state, this is 
what we mean.

We have lived through several decades of the state in 
retreat, except in its punitive functions. Healthcare and 
state schools remain national structures of provision, 
but even here the segmentation through restructuring 
(health trusts) and creeping privatisation (academies) 
reframes our contact with these services. We might think 
of ourselves as becoming accustomed to the radically 
transformed landscape of a post-crash global economy. 
This means that some devastating practices of dividing, 
rationing and excluding have become pretty much 
institutionalised across the board. Think here of welfare 
sanctioning, societal tolerance for street homelessness and 
food insecurity, the assorted practices of bordering, and 
perhaps the end of demands for a ‘good job’ by mainstream 
political parties. Taken together these represent a lessening 
of expectations and so a grudging acceptance that life’s 
hardships will not, and perhaps cannot, be ameliorated by 
state intervention. Meanwhile, we can observe a greater 
tolerance for state-administered punishment for those 
deemed lesser or alien – the criminal, the migrant, the 
benefits ‘cheat’. Assessments and algorithms connect the 
police and border officials who lurk in what remains of 
the welfare state, while hospitals, schools and community 
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centres become sites where ‘terrorists’, ‘gangsters’ and 
‘illegals’ can be best rooted out.

At least two generations have been disciplined to 
expect (and receive) little or nothing from the state except 
punishment or the threat of punishment. While claiming 
subsistence benefits, such as the dole or housing benefit, 
always included humiliation before bureaucratic power, 
the process of claiming the means of survival today has 
been made increasingly onerous, requiring repeated 
evidence, and exposing the claimant to the risk of further 
punishment if the demands of the claims process are 
mis-performed. Of the 130,000 preventable deaths arising 
from austerity,7 the most tragically sickening stories 
recount the impact of benefit sanctions as a form of social 
murder: the cutting off of all means of sustenance, systemic 
‘failures’ leading to emaciated bodies, empty fridges and 
signs of self-harm. The suicides. 

These are tragedies coming not from direct cuts, 
although the squeezing of resources shapes the practices. 
Instead, suffering is inflicted as punishment for failure to 
adhere to the terms of conditionality. We are interested 
in how this threat of punishment for expressing need 
reshapes popular consciousness. Previously, studies of 
British racism would interpret the punishment of some as 
a form of reassurance to others. It was thought that those 
who ‘belonged’ were those who were not being punished, 
and who were therefore invited to identify with the state 
that acted to exclude Others in their name. But are there 
any constituencies at present who feel embraced by a sense 
of belonging that is staged by affirmative state practices? It 
seems hard to imagine. 




