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Foreword

Thanks to the welcome decline in the tendency to divide Britain into white and non-white communities and to homogenise them, we are beginning to appreciate their internal differences and the damages of misleading generalisations. Contrary to general belief, not all Asians are high achievers economically and educationally. The Chinese and East African Asians are, but Pakistanis, Bangladeshis and Afro-Caribbeans are not, and Indians hover in the middle. Even the high-achieving groups contain pockets of poverty, just as the low-achieving ones include some who have done quite well. The incidence of poverty is certainly higher in ethnic minority groups than in the country at large, but not uniformly so.

 

The increasing appreciation of diversity within the ethnic minority communities calls for a radical revision of the traditional approach to the subject. We need new methodological and conceptual tools to reach out to and uncover the differential achievements and failures of different clusters of individuals in different ethnic groups. We also need a sophisticated and nuanced explanatory framework that cuts across the usual structuralist versus culturalist debate. Human beings are inevitably conditioned by the constraints and possibilities of their place in the wider economic and social structure. However, they are also creative beings, who draw upon their cultural resources, social networks, historical experiences, and powers of imagination to exploit their opportunities and overcome the obstacles. Structures are not passively given, but subject to human mediation. And human creativity is not limitless but operates within the framework of objective constraints.

 

 

Parallel Lives? represents a major contribution to the subject of ethnicity and poverty. Using sophisticated tools to define poverty, disadvantage and ethnicity and mobilising all available data, it skilfully explores which ethnic groups suffer from what degree and kind of relative deprivation and disadvantage. It then goes on to explain the reasons for this, and highlights the complex interplay of structural, social and cultural factors. As it rightly argues, ethnicity, class, gender, generation, education, area of residence, etc are all important factors, each mediating and being in turn mediated by others. This is why some ethnic groups, but not others, make a successful transition from the declining traditional sectors of industry to the high skill and service-based economy, or move from the New Deal for the Long-Term Unemployed to full-time unsubsidised employment. Such a nuanced explanation has important policy implications, and requires, among other things, a reconsideration of the highly popular, but flawed, area-based approach. The Runnymede Report on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain dealt with many of these issues. The present work corrects, updates, builds on, and in some cases goes beyond, its conclusions. I found it a most reliable guide to this complex area, and hope that others will learn as much from it as I have.
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