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Absract
How do children growing up in the UK today understand the term ‘English’, and how do they decide who is included in this category? This paper reports recent ethnographic and controlled experimental research conducted at Woodwell Green, a multicultural primary school in the vicinity of Southall, west London. Approximately 38% of the children there are of Indian ethnicity, 25% English, 8% Somali, 8% Pakistani with the remaining 21% including children of mixed race, Arab, Afghanistani, Bangladeshi, and White Western European ethnicities.

I begin by demonstrating that for the children at Woodwell Green, ‘Englishness’ is defined as being in opposition to and mutually exclusive of ‘Indianness’. For example, a girl of Indian ethnicity teases her cousin for not eating roti (a typical Indian dish) by calling her ‘an English girl’. The children mobilise these terms to categorise themselves and others into ethnic groups, and to police the boundaries between these groups—as when an English boy who heard his sister singing Bollywood songs told her to ‘go back to India because that’s your country’. 

It is noteworthy that these incidents revolve around activities which are seen by the children as being typically English or Indian. I develop this theme by describing the intriguing finding that while most of us see ethnicity as referring to our origins and therefore fixed, many of the older children at Woodwell Green consider it possible to change from being English to Indian, or vice versa. I describe ethnographic data suggesting that this is because the children define Englishness and Indianness predominantly in terms of lifestyle choices rather than origins. Two questions raised by these findings are explored. Firstly, what is the relationship between these children’s reasoning and new racist arguments? Secondly, do these data reflect a generational shift in the defining of ethnicity? 

