
I have not yet seen the Channel Four programme
‘The event: How racist are you?’ However, as I have
been using films of Jane Elliott’s ‘blue eyes, brown
eyes’ exercise’ in my own training for more than
twenty-five years, have been working directly with
Jane for the past eight years, and have developed
the exercise for use here in the UK context, I
invited myself along to sit at the back of the room
throughout the filming of the programme.
It may not have gone to plan. However, no two exercises are ever
the same and, here again, and as always, the volunteers who took
part experienced a range of emotions and behaved in many
different ways. 

The exercise creates a microcosm of society and demonstrates how
racism works. Participants were divided arbitrarily on the basis of a
genetic difference over which they have no control - in this
instance, not skin colour but eye colour.  

During the exercise, the people with brown eyes were the more
powerful group and represented the majority. In fact, the real
power was with Jane. She represented the many factors that
influence the way we see and interpret the world and then
influence our judgements about what’s good or bad and how
things ‘should’ be, e.g economic policy, education, the media etc.
The brown eyed group was manipulated, cajoled and intimidated
into supporting the power inequality she introduced. Some
disagreed with her - one protester was forced out, a second
followed. They may have felt pleased with themselves for taking a
stand. But once they left they were unable to influence their
colleagues or change the situation so their protest was ineffective.
The majority went along with the situation and it was their failure
to challenge and, as a consequence, their willingness, however
reluctantly, to collude with Jane that created an environment in
which discrimination against ‘those blueys’ was possible.

Those in the blue eyed group represented people from less
powerful groups and experienced the frustrations of being given
little information, ignored, talked about rather than to and
stereotyped as stupid and worthless. They, too, responded in
different ways, some just put up with it, others reacted more
aggressively. 

The reactions of people in both groups during the exercise
mirrored many of the responses to discrimination (because of
racism, sexism or other ‘isms’) that are found in wider society and,
therefore, all the behaviours demonstrated are very useful as we
each consider how we and those around us actually respond to

racism be it the use of language, as highlighted by the recent
‘Strictly Come Dancing’ incident or the daily intimidation
experienced living in a housing estate outside Bristol as shown on
Panorama (Undercover: Hate on the Doorstep, 19th October, 2009)  

Jane Elliott may be accused of conducting the exercise in an ugly
way but racism is ugly.  People who have been in the blue eyed
group in the past have admitted they found it uncomfortable but
they also acknowledge that they were not in physical danger nor
at risk of losing their job, home or family.  They are fully aware
that the frustrations of not being welcomed in a friendly manner,
missing out on refreshments, sitting on uncomfortable seats and
being considered ‘inferior’ bear no comparison to the everyday
experience of people who repeatedly face, or fear they will face,
that sort of treatment – and often much worse – here in the UK. 

For others, from both groups, their discomfort at participating has
been because of the realisation that it is their passivity that allows
discrimination to continue. As attributed to the Irish philosopher,
Edmund Burke said “The only thing necessary for the triumph of
evil is that good men [and women] do nothing”. 

However, let’s not forget that it is only an exercise. People
volunteer to take part, knowing that it will last for only a few
hours and then end. I am sure there are many people who are
currently experiencing discrimination who would happily put up
with Jane’s brand of unfair treatment for a day if they knew it
would end and that they would never experience discrimination
again.

The aim of the exercise is not to leave people feeling humiliated
but to show how easily any of us can be manipulated and to raise
awareness of our responsibilities to actively challenge all
discrimination and unfair treatment because of racism or any
other ‘ism’.  And that’s why it’s such a useful training tool.
Whereas talking about racism is often disconnected from the
reality, people who have participated in the exercise have
commented that the experiential approach to learning it
presented was very valuable. It enabled them to fully understand
the systematic nature of oppression and its impact on people in
both more powerful and less powerful groups. Their raised
awareness, gained from taking part, meant that they were better
able to understand the way they behave in the real world and,
more importantly, were more motivated to take action to
personally make a difference.

Watching the Channel 4 programme will, no doubt, create debate.
Let’s hope at least as much energy is channelled into challenging
the racist and other discriminatory behaviours that make such an
exercise necessary.  
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Find more information at:Jane Elliott will be back in the UK
in March 2010 presenting her
‘Anatomy of Prejudice’ seminar 
in London and Glasgow. 


