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Abstract

This article examines how police officers in Portugal narrate racism in relation to policing practices,
victim descriptions, police databases, and Big Data technologies. Drawing on 34 interviews with
members of the Public Security Police (PSP) and the Judiciary Police (PJ), the analysis identifies
three interconnected empirical themes: the concentration of policing resources in racialised
neighbourhoods; the use of racial identifiers in victim descriptions; and the perceived neutrality of
police databases and algorithmic systems. The article argues that officers’ narratives may contribute
to the reproduction of institutional racism by presenting racialised outcomes as spatially necessary,
procedurally neutral, or technologically objective. Critical Race Theory provides the overarching
framework for examining how racial power may be reproduced through formally neutral practices,
while policing studies situate these processes within professional cultures and institutional routines.
Durrheim et al.’s framework is used as a secondary interpretative resource to identify how racism
is split, displaced, de-racialised, relativised, or trivialised. The findings show how apparently minor
and disconnected practices may interact to reinforce racial disproportionality while preserving an
institutional self-image of impartiality. By bringing CRT into dialogue with policing studies and critical
research on technology, the article contributes to understanding the subtle mechanisms through
which institutional racism may be reproduced in Portuguese and European policing contexts.
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Introduction

Research on police officers’ narratives on racism is scarce (Kammersgaard et al., 2024), and as
Parmar et al. (2020: 421) have argued “race matters.” For the purpose of this article, racism is
understood as a systemic and institutionalised form of discrimination that extends beyond indi-
vidual prejudice to encompass practices, policies, and discourses that perpetuate inequalities
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through processes of racialisation and ethnicisation (Sollund, 2005). Subsequently, institutional
racism refers to the embedded nature of racial discrimination within the policies and practices of
organisations, leading to disproportionate outcomes for minority groups that are perpetuated by
institutional norms and structures rather than individual intent alone (Sinhoretto et al., 2022).

Taking the academic silence in Portugal and the “limited” literature in Europe about the topic
(Miller et al., 2008) as starting points, this article focuses on the narratives of police officers
from two police forces in Portugal about racism. In the specific case of the country, although
racism in other fields has been explored (see, e.g. Cabecinhas and Macedo, 2019; Henriques,
2017; Martins and Moura, 2018; Pereira et al., 2023; Raposo et al., 2019), there are no studies
on police narratives about it. Though, the article situates its analysis within a national context
marked by racism (Teles, 2020), including widely publicised cases of police brutality against
Black communities, such as those in Bairro da Jamaica (Rocha, 2021), and Cova da Moura
(Raposo et al., 2019). While this previous research has not analysed the narratives of the police
officers involved, these examples, as described in the next sections, illustrate the structural
issues that underlie racial inequalities in Portugal’s criminal justice system. These issues are not
merely the result of individual biases but are embedded in the institutions and practices that
govern law enforcement (Maeso, 2019).

While much of the foundational literature on race and policing emerged in the United States
(US), where race is a central issue in public discourse and political debate (Lee, 2024), this article
does not seek to establish a comparative analysis, but rather to adapt and mobilise these theoretical
contributions within the Portuguese context where race and ethnicity are often less prominently
discussed (Khan, 2014; Maeso, 2019). This difference in discourse can be partly attributed to
dominant narratives in some European contexts that present societies as post-racial or emphasise
other axes of inequality, such as class. While these narratives do not negate the existence of racism,
they often constrain public debate about processes of racialisation and structural discrimination,
making institutional responses to racial inequality more challenging (Maeso, 2019).

To examine how police officers deny, displace, or minimise the racial implications of policing
outcomes, the article also draws on Durrheim et al.’s (2005) account of discursive strategies of
racism denial. Developed in the context of South African media discourse, this framework is used
here as a secondary interpretative resource rather than as the primary theoretical or organisational
framework of the analysis. It helps identify how racialised practices may be presented as neutral,
necessary, externally determined, or unrelated to race. This interpretative use is supported by
research on Portuguese media and public debate, which has identified comparable mechanisms
through which racism is denied, displaced, or minimised (Pereira et al., 2023).

Drawing on Critical Race Theory (CRT) and policing studies, this article argues that police
officers’ narratives may contribute to the reproduction of institutional racism by normalising
racialised explanations while denying racism as a structuring feature of policing. CRT provides the
article’s overarching account of how racial power may be reproduced through formally neutral
institutional practices, while policing studies situate these processes within police cultures, rou-
tines, and professional understandings. Durrheim et al.’s (2005) discursive strategies are mobilised
as a secondary analytical resource to examine how officers deny, displace, or minimise the racial
implications of policing outcomes.

Empirically, the article examines three recurring themes identified through the analysis: the
concentration of policing resources in racialised neighbourhoods; the use of racial identifiers in
victim descriptions; and the perceived neutrality of police databases and Big Data technologies.
The article shows how officers’ narratives around these themes may legitimise and sustain racialised
disproportionality while preserving a professional self-image of impartiality and neutrality.
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Critical race theory, institutional racism, and policing

This article brings CRT into dialogue with research on institutional racism and policing. CRT pro-
vides the overarching theoretical framework for examining how racial power and inequality may
be reproduced through practices that are formally presented as neutral, objective, or professionally
necessary. Research on policing complements this perspective by showing how institutional cul-
tures, occupational routines, and everyday decision-making shape interactions between police
organisations and racialised communities (Bonnet and Caillault, 2015; Welsh et al., 2021).
Together, these bodies of scholarship allow the analysis to move beyond individual prejudice and
examine how police narratives may normalise and reproduce racialised institutional outcomes.

CRT is particularly useful for examining how racial power is reproduced through institutional
practices and discourses that may appear formally neutral. Rather than understanding racism solely
as the result of individual prejudice or explicitly discriminatory intent, CRT draws attention to the
ways in which racial inequality may be embedded in routine procedures, professional assumptions,
and apparently universal rules. As Crenshaw (1995: xxv) argues, racial power may be produced
from within liberal discourses that present themselves as autonomous from organised forms of
racial domination. This perspective is central to the present study because police officers’ claims of
impartiality do not necessarily prevent their narratives or practices from contributing to racialised
institutional outcomes.

The article adopts a constructivist understanding of race as a socially and historically produced
category rather than as a fixed biological reality. Following Holdaway (1997), race is understood
as a social construction through which physical, ethnic, and cultural characteristics are attributed
non-neutral meanings within relations of power. However, recognising race as socially constructed
does not make its consequences less real. Processes of racialisation shape how individuals, com-
munities, and places are perceived, classified, and treated, producing material inequalities within
institutions such as the police and the criminal justice system.

This distinction is important for understanding colour-blind forms of racism. Bonilla-Silva
(2006) demonstrates that the denial of the relevance of race may itself contribute to the reproduc-
tion of racial inequality when unequal outcomes are explained through apparently non-racial cat-
egories. In policing, appeals to crime rates, professional necessity, legal procedure, victim
descriptions, or technological objectivity may present decisions as neutral while obscuring the
historical and institutional processes through which particular populations and neighbourhoods
become disproportionately subject to surveillance and police intervention.

Institutional racism therefore does not depend exclusively on the conscious beliefs or intentions
of individual police officers. It may emerge through the cumulative effects of routine decisions,
organisational practices, and institutional classifications that systematically disadvantage racialised
groups. As Fortner (2022) notes, laws and policies that appear facially neutral may reproduce
inequality when implemented within historically racialised systems. This approach makes it pos-
sible to examine officers’ narratives not primarily as evidence of personal racism, but as accounts
through which racialised policing outcomes may be normalised, justified, or disconnected from
questions of institutional responsibility.

Research on policing reinforces this institutional perspective by showing that police culture is
governed by specific occupational rules, assumptions, and strategies of professional legitimation
(Bruce-Jones, 2015). Police officers may defend their work against allegations of racism by empha-
sising impartiality, legality, experience, or operational necessity, while downplaying the unequal
power relations between law enforcement institutions and minority communities (Gonzalez et al.,
2022). These narratives are analytically significant because they help preserve an image of policing
as neutral even where police practices contribute to racialised disproportionality.
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Bringing CRT, institutional racism, and policing studies together therefore allows the article to
examine how racial inequality may be reproduced through everyday police reasoning. CRT pro-
vides the broader account of racial power and formally neutral institutions; the concept of institu-
tional racism directs attention to the cumulative effects of organisational practices; and policing
studies situate these processes within police culture and professional decision-making. This com-
bined framework guides the analysis of how Portuguese police officers discuss racialised neigh-
bourhoods, victim descriptions, police databases, and Big Data technologies.

Reviewing the academic literature on police officers’ narratives
about racism

Research on police officers’ narratives concerning racism has identified a range of professional
strategies through which race and racial inequality are interpreted, denied, or normalised.
Holdaway’s (1997: 24-25) seminal study examined how racism is recreated and maintained
“within a particular work organisation, the police,” and how “the mundane structure and content of
the police rank-and-file occupational culture facilitate processes of racialization.” His analysis
demonstrates the importance of attending to the everyday realities of police work, since occupa-
tional culture shapes how race is understood and reproduced within police organisations. As Bruce-
Jones (2015: 36) observes, “policing culture is specific, institutional and governed by logics that
are not easily transferable to general social life.” Within this culture, officers may mobilise profes-
sional narratives that neutralise criticism concerning race and downplay unequal relations of power
between police institutions and minority communities (Gonzalez et al., 2022).

In the United States, Glover (2007: 239) examined how Texas police officers employed rhetori-
cal strategies to portray policing as non-racial. Satzewich and Shaffir (2009) identified comparable
accounts among members of the Hamilton Police Service. More recently, Welsh et al. (2021)
examined the use of dehumanising discourse, colour-blind frames, and mechanisms of neutralisa-
tion and moral disengagement in officers’ accounts of race. Their findings show how officers may
oppose overt discrimination while simultaneously excusing, justifying, or denying the role of race
in police work. In this sense, colour-blind racial attitudes facilitate the denial of racism through
subtle and apparently non-racial justifications (Welsh et al., 2021: 1-5).

In the European context, Miller et al. (2008) conducted interviews with police officers in Spain,
Bulgaria, Roma, and Hungary to examine ethnic profiling, disproportionality, and institutional rac-
ism in police stops. Their study found evidence that ethnic and racial classifications influenced
officers’ decisions to stop individuals.

Additionally, the police officers’ narratives were analysed by two scholars (Mulinari and
Keskinen, 2020) who have conducted interviews with 26 Finnish and 7 Swedish police officers.
They documented that these professionals also denied racial profiling, by emphasising their work
as impartial. Not exclusive to the European context, since it included American border agents with
Dutch border agents, Vega and van der Woude (2023: 1-2) analysed how US Border Patrol agents
and Dutch Military and Borders police officers used ideologies of legalism (“they attribute their
decisions to laws, policies and guidelines, negating that immigrant stereotypes inform their behav-
iour”), criminalisation (“they inadvertently reveal racialised constructions about immigrant devi-
ance”) and securitisation (“reveals an amorphous sense of danger linked to Muslim Middle
Easterners specifically”) to downplay the importance of immigrants’ race/ethnicity in their deci-
sion making and behaviour.

On the contrary, regarding the specific national context within Europe, Bonnet and Caillault
(2015) demonstrated how police officers’ narratives on race and racism may be different. On one
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hand, in France, the authors found that professionals of police forces, through a discourse that
rejects the influence of race in their work, emphasise that this category has no role in police deci-
sions. On the other hand, in the Netherlands and Italy, police officers demonstrated a narrative in
which they noted that sometimes categories of race were used in their activities. Dutch and Italian
law enforcement professionals, when compared with police officers in France, adhered to rela-
tively more permissive speech standards, since they routinely employed ethnic classifications,
openly discussed presumed connections between minority communities and criminal activity, and
internally used derogatory language when referring to minorities. This study demonstrated the
impact of national context on police officers’ narratives about racism within the European context
(Bonnet and Caillault, 2015).

One of the distinctive challenges in the European context is the difficulty in recognising and
addressing racism due to the different historical and cultural understandings of race. In some
European countries, the refusal to officially acknowledge race or ethnicity can hinder the devel-
opment of effective policies to address racial disparities. Additionally, the fragmented nature of
Europe, with its diverse legal systems and cultural attitudes, means that there is no single, unified
approach to combating racism across the continent (Juang et al., 2023). Generally, the situation in
Europe is distinct from that in the US, shaped by different historical legacies, legal frameworks,
and public discourses around race and ethnicity. While both regions grapple with institutional
racism, Europe’s challenges are deeply intertwined with its colonial past, migration patterns,' and
national identities (Khan, 2016, 2021). Unlike the US, where race is a central issue in public dis-
course (Lee, 2024), many European countries have adopted policies of colour-blindness or
emphasised universal human rights over specific racial justice frameworks (Garner, 2024).
Dominant narratives in many European countries have tended to downplay racism through colour-
blind frameworks and appeals to universal human rights. In Portugal, these dynamics are further
shaped by historical and ideological formations such as lusotropicalism, which have contributed
to the denial and marginalisation of racism as a structural issue (Cabecinhas, 2007; Castelo, 1998;
Garner, 2024). This can obscure the realities of racial discrimination and complicate efforts to
address systemic inequalities. This distinctiveness is essential for understanding how racial
inequalities manifest differently across Europe and the importance of tailoring solutions to these
unique contexts.

This body of scholarship provides crucial insight for this article, which aims to explore the nar-
ratives of police officers about racism within one European country, specifically within two police
forces in Portugal, attending to its national context, but also within the European context since it
“remains underexplored” (Kammersgaard et al., 2024: 4).

Mapping the European and Portuguese context

In Europe, the relationship with ethnic minority groups is deeply influenced by the continent’s
colonial history (Khan, 2016, 2021). Many European countries, including Portugal, have signifi-
cant populations of ethnic minorities who are descendants of individuals from former colonies
(Martins and Moura, 2018). This colonial legacy (Khan, 2016, 2021) has shaped racial dynamics
in European societies in historically specific ways, which differ from other national contexts fre-
quently addressed in the policing literature. While much of the critical literature on race and polic-
ing has been developed in the United States, this article draws on that scholarship cautiously,
attending to the specific historical and institutional configurations of the Portuguese context.
Europe’s contemporary demographic landscape has been significantly shaped by waves of
migration, particularly in the post-World War II era (Givens, 2022). These migration patterns have
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led to the development of ethnically diverse communities within European cities, often in margin-
alised neighbourhoods. The integration (or lack thereof) of these communities has created complex
challenges related to identity, belonging, and systemic discrimination, shaped by Europe’s specific
historical, political, and institutional trajectories (Givens, 2022).

In many European countries, legal and policy frameworks for addressing race and ethnicity
have developed in ways that reflect specific historical, political, and institutional trajectories.
Across Europe, approaches to racial equality have often been shaped by a strong emphasis on
universalism and human rights, including commitments embedded in instruments such as the
European Convention on Human Rights. In some national contexts, policies of “colour-blind-
ness”—such as the official reluctance to recognise race or ethnicity in legal and statistical frame-
works—have limited the visibility of racial inequalities and complicated efforts to address
discrimination (Garner, 2024).

Although European legal frameworks formally emphasise anti-discrimination, their implemen-
tation and effectiveness vary widely across countries (Elias, 2024). Institutional racism in Europe
frequently intersects with issues of migration, citizenship, and national identity, shaping how
racialised inequalities are produced and contested within criminal justice systems (Osler, 2023).
Rather than manifesting through a single dominant pattern, institutional racism in European con-
texts often operates through practices such as ethnic profiling, unequal application of laws, and the
marginalisation of minority communities in public life.

In the specific case of Portugal, racial inequalities in the criminal justice system are deeply
rooted in the country’s history and socio-political landscape (Maeso, 2019). Ethnic minorities often
face systemic discrimination and are disproportionately targeted by law enforcement. Their pres-
ence in Portugal is shaped by postcolonial migration patterns and by enduring racial hierarchies
produced during the colonial period, which continue to inform contemporary forms of inequality
and institutional discrimination (Cabecinhas, 2007; Castelo, 1998; Khan, 2016, 2021). This histori-
cal and demographic context has left a legacy of racial discrimination that continues to affect these
communities. The migration of people from former colonies to Portugal has led to the establish-
ment of tight-knit ethnic communities in urban areas, which are often subject to higher levels of
policing and scrutiny (Henriques, 2017; Martins and Moura, 2018). They are disproportionately
represented in the criminal justice system in Portugal. These inequalities manifest in various ways,
from documented cases of police brutality (Raposo et al., 2019; Rocha, 2021), discrimination in
marginalised neighbourhoods (Mester, 2023), and police stops and searches (European Union
Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2023).

Firstly, data indicates that individuals from these minority groups are more frequently stopped
and searched by the police, often without sufficient cause. For instance, research by the European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2023) shows that people of African descent in Portugal are
more likely to be subjected to identity checks, highlighting ongoing issues of racial profiling.

Secondly, as briefly described in the introduction section, an exemplary case of police brutality
in Portugal occurred in January 2019 in the Bairro da Jamaica neighbourhood of Lisbon. This pre-
dominantly Black neighbourhood became the focus of national attention when a video surfaced
showing police officers using excessive force against residents during an operation. The incident
sparked widespread outrage and protests, highlighting the racial tensions between law enforcement
and marginalised communities (Rocha, 2021). Another case occurred in Cova da Moura, a neigh-
bourhood in Lisbon known for its large Cape Verdean community. In 2015, several young men
from the neighbourhood were brutally beaten and detained by police officers. The victims alleged
that the attack was racially motivated, and the case garnered significant media attention (Raposo
etal., 2019).
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Thirdly, marginalised neighbourhoods in Portugal, such as Bairro da Jamaica and Cova da
Moura, are often subjected to heightened police scrutiny. These areas are predominantly inhabited
by ethnic minorities and have been historically stigmatised as “problematic” due to higher rates of
poverty and unemployment. The increased police presence in these neighbourhoods often leads to
a disproportionate number of arrests and encounters with law enforcement, reinforcing the cycle of
criminalisation and marginalisation (Mester, 2023).

Finally, Portugal’s racial dynamics are influenced by the myth of Lusotropicalism (Cardina,
2016; Castelo, 1998; Pereira, 2022), which complicates the recognition and addressing of institu-
tional racism (Henriques, 2017). For example, Maeso’s (2019: 2034) work highlights how
Portuguese institutional narratives, particularly in the parliamentary sphere, deny racism by empha-
sising other social issues, like poverty. This “State of denial” shapes societal understandings of
race, influencing police narratives and institutional responses, and it is not incidental but is rooted
in longer postcolonial narratives that have shaped how racism is understood, minimised, or dis-
placed in Portugal. As Maeso (2021) demonstrates, racism against Black and Roma populations
remains structurally embedded in Portuguese law and public policies, particularly within the crimi-
nal justice system.

In the Portuguese context, the denial of racism has been widely analysed as a historically and
socially produced narrative rather than a mere absence of racial conflict (Cabecinhas, 2007).
Scholarship has shown how postcolonial imaginaries, particularly the legacy of lusotropicalism,
have contributed to the construction of Portugal as a tolerant and non-racist society, thereby obscur-
ing structural and institutional forms of racism (Cabecinhas, 2007; Cabecinhas and Macedo, 2019;
Castelo, 1998). As Castelo (1998) demonstrates, lusotropicalism functioned as a political narrative
of colonial exceptionalism, later reworked into a national self-image that resists the recognition of
racial hierarchies. Complementarily, Cabecinhas’ (2007) work on social representations and mem-
ory highlights how colonial violence and racism are routinely minimised, displaced, or rendered
invisible in contemporary Portuguese discourse. This framework is crucial for understanding
police officers’ narratives analysed in this article, as they are articulated within a broader national
context that normalises racial denial while framing racism as external, exaggerated, or incompati-
ble with Portuguese identity.

This broader national context provides a key interpretative framework for analysing how police
officers narrate racism, responsibility, and neutrality in their everyday accounts.

Methods

This article draws on a broader research project examining police officers’ expectations regarding
Big Data technologies in Portugal. Empirical data was derived from 34 interviews conducted
between May 2021 and April 20222 with members of the Judiciary Police (PJ) and Public Security
Police (PSP) in Portugal. Both organisations undertake criminal investigation activities, while the
PSP is also responsible for urban policing. The final number of participants was informed by theo-
retical saturation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). All research procedures complied with the relevant
ethical requirements and the European General Data Protection Regulation. The interviews were
conducted in Portuguese, lasted approximately 90 minutes, and were subsequently transcribed and
translated into English for analysis and publication. They were recorded after the consent form was
signed by the members of PJ and PSP.

After receiving authorisation from the national directorates of the PSP and PJ, the author con-
ducted all the interviews, at the workplace of the participants, following a script about: (i) the
professional and institutional background of the interviewees; (ii) Big Data in policing and
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criminal investigations activities in Portugal; and (iii) legal, social, and ethical challenges.? For this
article, only the interviewees’ narratives concerning legal, social, and ethical challenges were
explored. In this section of the script, a question about an exemplary case that documented how the
application of Big Data technologies in policing and criminal investigations activities had pro-
duced biased results was asked, and it explored police officers’ narratives about it. Specifically, the
question asked was the following one: “Some studies have documented several cases in which the
application of Big Data technologies has perpetuated racism. For example, a study conducted by
Lum and Isaac (2016) showed how PredPol—a predictive policing software that uses Big Data
analytics—has the risk of racism. Specifically, through the insertion of data from a drug arrest,
Lum and Isaac (2016) demonstrated how this predictive policing tool produced information that
was already over-identified in police databases. What is your opinion on this?”

In designing the interview questions, particular attention was paid to the possible effects of the
wording and framing of the questions on participants’ responses, especially when discussing sensi-
tive topics such as the use of Big Data tools like PredPol and the associated risks of racial bias.
While some questions may have initially positioned respondents to either admit or deny the pres-
ence of racism in their practices, the interview process was structured to mitigate these effects.
Follow-up questions were used to encourage deeper reflection and to allow respondents to explore
the complexities of their practices without feeling compelled to take a defensive stance. For exam-
ple, after discussing the risks of racial bias in predictive policing tools, respondents were asked
how they navigate these risks and whether they perceive any challenges in maintaining objectivity.
The researcher’s role in shaping the interview interaction and the interpretation of participants’
accounts was also considered throughout the analysis. This approach helped to facilitate a more
nuanced discussion and to capture the subtleties in the police officers’ narratives.

The interview material was analysed through qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2004),
using an inductive, grounded theory-informed coding process rather than a full grounded theory
methodology. The analysis began with open coding, through which participants’ responses were
examined without imposing Durrheim et al.’s categories as a predetermined coding structure
(Charmaz, 2006; Cho and Lee, 2014; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The initial codes were subse-
quently grouped into three broader empirical themes: the spatial concentration of policing in
racialised neighbourhoods; the use of racial identifiers in victim descriptions; and the perceived
neutrality of police databases and Big Data technologies.

Only after these empirical themes had been identified were they interpreted through CRT, insti-
tutional racism, policing studies, and Durrheim et al.’s (2005) account of discursive strategies of
racism denial. Durrheim et al.’s framework therefore functioned as a sensitising and interpretative
resource rather than as a predetermined structure imposed on the data. Although Durrheim et al.
(2005) also identify the reversal of racism, this mechanism was not sufficiently prominent in the
interview material to constitute a separate analytical category.

The analysis focused on recurring narratives that captured central patterns across the interviews.
Excerpts were selected because they exemplified broader thematic and discursive patterns identi-
fied during coding, rather than because of their numerical frequency alone. To protect participants’
anonymity, all quotations are identified by a numerical code.

Figure 1 summarises the relationship between the empirically generated themes, the discursive
mechanisms used as interpretative resources, and the broader reproduction of institutional racism.

The thematic categories that emerged are presented in the next section. The focus of the findings
is on specific narratives that were identified as particularly representative of the broader patterns
observed across the data. Narratives were considered representative when they recurred across
multiple interviews, captured core elements of a given thematic category, and illustrated discursive
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patterns that were analytically central to the study’s grounded theory—informed coding process.
While only a selection of quotes is presented in the manuscript, these quotes exemplify the dis-
course among participants. In line with qualitative research grounded in grounded theory and qual-
itative content analysis principles, the analytical significance of excerpts lies not in their frequency,
but in their capacity to exemplify recurrent narrative patterns and discursive mechanisms identified
across the corpus. To protect the identification of the participants, all the quotations are signed with
a number.

Police narratives and the reproduction of institutional racism

The analysis identified a set of recurring discursive strategies through which police officers respond
to allegations of racism. Rather than merely reflecting individual opinions, these narratives actively
contribute to the reproduction of institutional racism by framing racialised policing outcomes as
neutral, necessary, or externally determined. The following sections examine how these strategies
operate in officers’ accounts.

Racialised space and the concentration of policing

The first empirical theme concerns the spatial concentration of policing in racialised neighbour-
hoods. Officers frequently explained intensified police attention through apparently neutral refer-
ences to crime patterns, location, and operational necessity. The following excerpt illustrates how
such reasoning may naturalise racialised policing outcomes while displacing responsibility away
from police institutions:

That will happen naturally! We did it manually by directing police interventions more frequently to a
certain location and individuals. Why? Because that’s where things happen! For example, in Cova da
Moura, in Amadora, many police interventions are directed there, and everyone knows that there is a lot of
crime. Ah, and then there’s racism. . . It’s not racism. It is what it is. Things are as they are. If Caucasian
people lived there it would be the same! We have to do police operations anyway, right? It’s the current
landscape of the country that creates social conflict. Racism is in vogue! (E2)

The excerpt reveals how racialised space is constructed as a self-evident basis for intensified
police intervention. By stating that Cova da Moura is simply a place “where things happen,” the
officer presents the concentration of policing as an objective response to crime rather than as an
institutional practice that may itself contribute to racial disproportionality. The claim that “if
Caucasian people lived there it would be the same” reinforces this presentation of policing as neu-
tral and universally applicable.

This narrative combines what Durrheim et al. (2005) describe as splitting and (dis)locating rac-
ism. Racism is split into morally reprehensible conduct, on the one hand, and allegedly benign or
professionally necessary policing, on the other. At the same time, responsibility is displaced onto
the neighbourhood, crime patterns, and the wider social context, allowing the officer to nominally
reject racism while defending the institutional practice.

The spatial logic of this account is especially significant. Cova da Moura is constructed as a
racialised and dangerous space whose residents become objects of suspicion through their associa-
tion with place. This resembles what Smith (1986: 316) conceptualises as “ecological contamina-
tion,” whereby individuals are treated as risky because they reside in areas already marked as
problematic (see also Egbert and Leese, 2021: 159). Research on spatial racism in policing
similarly shows how minority-dominated neighbourhoods may become shorthand for danger,
legitimising heightened surveillance and intervention (Jones et al., 2022).
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From a CRT perspective, the apparent neutrality of this reasoning does not remove its racial
effects. The focus on place allows racialised outcomes to be explained through crime, geography,
and professional necessity rather than through race itself. In this sense, the narrative reflects colour-
blind racism, in which institutional practices reproduce racial inequality through ostensibly non-
racial explanations (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Comparable forms of professional neutrality and denial
have also been identified in European policing research (Kammersgaard et al., 2024; Mulinari and
Keskinen, 2020).

The statements “it is what it is” and “racism is in vogue” also situate this account within the
broader Portuguese context of racial denial. Rather than engaging with racism as a possible insti-
tutional feature of policing, the officer presents it as exaggerated, fashionable, or externally pro-
duced by the “current landscape of the country.” This displacement resonates with scholarship
showing how Portuguese public discourse has historically minimised structural racism through
appeals to social class, national tolerance, colour-blindness, and lusotropicalism (Cabecinhas,
2007; Castelo, 1998; Khan, 2014, 2016, 2021; Maeso, 2019).

The significance of this national context is not that it mechanically determines officers’
responses, but that it provides a culturally available vocabulary through which racialised policing
can be narrated as non-racial. The account therefore does more than deny personal prejudice: it
disconnects institutional outcomes from institutional responsibility.

Similar strategies have been documented in other policing contexts, where officers attribute
racial disparities to crime patterns, social conditions, legal requirements, or other external factors
while distancing themselves from racialised practices (Kammersgaard et al., 2024; Satzewich and
Shaffir, 2009; Welsh et al., 2021). Such accounts help preserve a professional self-image of neu-
trality while limiting scrutiny of the institutional processes through which racial disparities are
produced.

Taken together, these narratives show how the spatial concentration of policing may be natu-
ralised through apparently neutral references to crime and place. Splitting and (dis)locating racism
enable officers to reject racism at the level of personal intent while leaving the institutional produc-
tion of racial disproportionality largely unexamined. The result is a narrative in which intensified
policing appears inevitable, even though repeated intervention in racialised neighbourhoods may
reinforce the very patterns used to justify continued police attention.

Victim descriptions and the displacement of responsibility

The second empirical theme concerns the use of racial identifiers in victim descriptions. Officers
presented such descriptions as externally supplied information that they were professionally
required to follow. This framing allowed racialised police action to be represented as a neutral
procedural response rather than as an exercise of institutional judgement.

Of course, if the victim describes the suspect as Black, tall, and robust, we’re not going to approach short
Caucasian. Isn’t it worth it. . . If this is politically correct? Approach people just because they have certain
characteristics? No, but it has to be. . . (E22)

The excerpt illustrates how responsibility for racialised suspicion is displaced onto the victim’s
account. The officer presents the use of race as a direct and unavoidable consequence of the
description provided, thereby positioning police action as procedurally necessary rather than inter-
pretative. In this account, the police appear to transmit information rather than actively evaluate,
classify, and operationalise it.
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Durrheim et al.’s (2005) concept of de-racialising racism helps interpret this manoeuvre. A
potentially racialised practice is stripped of racial significance and attributed to a non-racial cause:
the victim’s description. The institutional role of the police in deciding how descriptions are
assessed, prioritised, and translated into intervention is thereby minimised.

The reference to political correctness is also significant. By asking whether approaching indi-
viduals on the basis of racialised characteristics is “politically correct,” the officer acknowledges
the sensitivity of the practice while immediately justifying it through professional necessity. This
oscillation permits limited recognition of the racial issue without sustained reflection on its institu-
tional consequences.

From a CRT and institutional racism perspective, the absence of explicit racist intent does not
make the practice racially neutral. Victim descriptions enter an institutional process in which offi-
cers decide which characteristics are treated as salient, how broadly they are applied, and which
individuals become subject to suspicion. When racial identifiers are repeatedly operationalised
within already unequal policing environments, they may contribute to disproportionate stops,
searches, and surveillance of racialised groups.

This process can also reinforce data-driven feedback loops. Repeated police attention increases
the presence of particular groups in police records, and those records may subsequently be treated
as evidence that further attention is objectively warranted (Brayne, 2017). The apparent neutrality
of the initial description can therefore obscure the cumulative institutional effects produced through
its repeated use.

The central issue is therefore not whether officers should disregard all identifying information
supplied by victims. Rather, it concerns how institutions assess the reliability, specificity, and
potential racial effects of such information. By presenting victim descriptions as self-executing
facts, officers may avoid scrutiny of the discretionary decisions through which racialised informa-
tion becomes police action.

Taken together, these narratives show how victim descriptions may function as a mechanism for
displacing institutional responsibility. De-racialising racism allows officers to present racialised
intervention as an external procedural requirement, while obscuring the discretionary and cumula-
tive processes through which racial identifiers acquire institutional force. The resulting narrative
preserves police neutrality even where repeated reliance on such descriptions may contribute to
racial disproportionality.

Police databases, algorithms, and technological neutrality

The third empirical theme concerns police databases, Big Data technologies, and the perceived
objectivity of algorithmic decision-making. Officers acknowledged that police databases may con-
tain disproportionate representations of particular racialised groups, but frequently treated these
patterns as factual descriptions of reality rather than as possible outcomes of historically unequal
policing practices. At the same time, Big Data technologies were presented as potentially capable
of correcting human limitations and reducing bias. This is illustrated by the following quotation:

If I insert the Caucasian race, it [Big Data] will only give me Caucasian. Because for those characteristics,
the results are those. . . The software is designed to break down precisely those kinds of situations. . .
We’re not here for specific ethnic groups, it’s for everybody. . . The use of information in programs for me
is the same. . . (E16)

The excerpt frames racial classification as a technically neutral operation. According to this rea-
soning, the system merely returns results that correspond to the characteristics entered by the user and
applies the same logic to every population. The statement that the technology is “for everybody”
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presents equal formal treatment as evidence of neutrality, without addressing whether the data, cate-
gories, and policing practices on which the system depends are themselves unequally structured.

Durrheim et al.’s (2005) concepts of relativising and trivialising racism help interpret this
account. By comparing the treatment of racialised groups with the hypothetical insertion of
“Caucasian” characteristics, the officer universalises the practice and reduces racism to a question
of whether the same technical procedure could formally be applied to everyone. The institutional
significance of unequal exposure to policing is thereby displaced by an abstract claim of proce-
dural equality.

From a CRT perspective, formal consistency does not necessarily produce substantive equality.
A system can apply the same rules to all users and still reproduce racialised outcomes when it relies
on classifications and data generated within historically unequal institutional settings. The key
issue is therefore not only whether the software processes categories consistently, but how those
categories enter police systems and whose behaviour has been disproportionately recorded, classi-
fied, and made available for analysis.

These perspectives are another strategy for relativising. As Durrheim et al. (2005: 181) stated in
media discourses, “While recognizing racial bias in media reporting, it is possible to deflect atten-
tion away from media racism by pointing to other values that the media uphold.” In the case of
police officers narratives, although acknowledging that data in police databases is “racially coded”
(Ferguson, 2018: 513), as showed by the following quotation—"“Sometimes the database is more
filled with a certain race or ethnicity or whatever. . . it’s factual. . .” (E14)—and therefore demon-
strate how police databases may have an overrepresentation of certain social groups and categories
that are more affected by the criminal justice system, such as ethnic and racial minorities, police
officers evoked Big Data technologies as an important tool with capabilities to mitigate these
effects of overrepresentation of certain population groups in databases and, consequently, they
relativise racism. This tension becomes clearer when officers explicitly acknowledge racial dispro-
portionality within police databases:

With Big Data, this [risk for racism] could even be improved. . . Because the system would make a
selection. . . A work that we don’t always manage. . . Sometimes the database is more racially, ethnically,
or whatever. . . It’s factual. . . But that doesn’t mean that all Blacks or all Gypsies commit a crime. . . Now
I honestly think that this is a problem that could be easily solved by the algorithm because it would do the
sorting. . . (E14)

This account simultaneously recognises and neutralises racial disproportionality. The officer
acknowledges that the database may be disproportionately populated by particular racial or ethnic
groups, but treats this as a factual condition that can be corrected through improved algorithmic
sorting. Racism is therefore reframed as a technical imperfection rather than as a possible conse-
quence of institutional practices.

The claim that the problem could be “casily solved by the algorithm” trivialises the historical
and organisational processes through which police data are produced. Police databases do not sim-
ply record crime in the abstract; they record the outcomes of decisions about where officers are
deployed, who is stopped, which conduct is detected, and whose activities become visible to law
enforcement. When some neighbourhoods and populations are subjected to greater police atten-
tion, they are also more likely to appear in the data used to justify future intervention.

This creates the possibility of a feedback loop in which unequal policing generates unequal
data, and unequal data are subsequently treated as objective evidence for continued policing
(Brayne, 2017). Algorithmic systems may reproduce or intensify this process by operating at
greater speed and scale while giving existing patterns the authority of technological objectivity
(Moy, 2019; Ugwudike, 2020, 2023).
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CRT helps make visible the institutional dimension of this process. The relevant question is not
whether individual officers or software developers deliberately intend to discriminate, but whether
apparently neutral systems reproduce inequalities embedded in the data and practices on which
they rely. By locating the solution primarily in improved technology, officers’ narratives divert
attention from the institutional conditions that produced the disproportionality in the first place.

The appeal to technological neutrality also performs a form of institutional distancing.
Responsibility for racialised outcomes is shifted away from police judgement and towards the
apparently autonomous operation of data and software. Yet algorithms do not stand outside polic-
ing institutions: their outputs depend on the categories selected, the data collected, and the institu-
tional priorities that shape their use. Presenting technology as an independent corrective mechanism
may therefore obscure rather than resolve the racial inequalities embedded in police information
systems.

Taken together, these narratives show how technological objectivity can be mobilised to relativ-
ise and trivialise institutional racism. Officers acknowledge unequal representation in police data-
bases while interpreting it as a factual or technical problem that algorithms may solve. This account
preserves the image of policing as neutral, but leaves largely unexamined how racialised surveil-
lance, data production, and algorithmic analysis may operate as mutually reinforcing institutional
processes.

Discussion

This article has shown how police officers’ narratives may contribute to the reproduction of insti-
tutional racism through three interconnected empirical processes: the spatial concentration of
policing in racialised neighbourhoods; the use of racial identifiers in victim descriptions; and the
treatment of police databases and Big Data technologies as neutral or objective. Across these
themes, officers frequently presented racialised outcomes as necessary, externally determined, or
technically produced, thereby preserving a professional self-image of impartiality.

Rather than functioning as the primary structure of the findings, Durrheim et al.’s (2005) frame-
work helps interpret the discursive mechanisms operating within these empirical themes. Splitting
and (dis)locating racism were particularly visible in officers’ accounts of intensified policing in
minority-dominated neighbourhoods; de-racialising racism appeared in the displacement of
responsibility onto victim descriptions; and relativising and trivialising racism were evident in
appeals to formal equality and technological objectivity. These mechanisms are analytically sig-
nificant because they allow racialised institutional outcomes to be acknowledged indirectly while
racism itself is denied, minimised, or disconnected from police responsibility.

These narratives, drawing on CRT and policing studies were analysed, and by interpreting them,
it was possible to understand how their expression by the police officers a signal is of how they
protect their work, and themselves from legal or judicial inquiries. First, by splitting racism in
“good” and “bad” ways, and (dis)locate it to the current landscape of Portugal. Second, by de-
racialising racism through a process of deconstruction of meanings where racist practices are
attributed to non-racial causes. Third, relativising, and trivialising racism through narratives sup-
ported by the arguments of technologies to solve inequalities, the Caucasian race, and the media-
tion of the topic into other values. As stated by Vega and van der Woude (2023: 3) these strategies
“maintain racial disparities, while adhering to a normative climate that negates the existence of
discrimination.”

First, the spatial concentration of policing illustrates how institutional racism may be repro-
duced through apparently non-racial decisions about place and resource allocation. When
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neighbourhoods inhabited predominantly by racialised minorities are constructed as self-evidently
dangerous, intensified policing can be presented as a neutral response to crime. Yet repeated inter-
vention also increases the visibility of offences, arrests, and police records in those locations,
reinforcing the institutional evidence used to justify continued attention.

Second, victim descriptions reveal how racialised information may acquire institutional force
while responsibility is displaced away from the police. Officers described racial identifiers as
external facts that they were professionally required to follow. However, such information does not
translate automatically into police action: institutions determine how descriptions are evaluated,
which characteristics are prioritised, and how broadly suspicion is applied. The cumulative use of
racial identifiers may therefore contribute to disproportionality even where officers understand
their actions as procedurally neutral.

Third, officers’ accounts of databases and Big Data technologies demonstrate how technologi-
cal objectivity may obscure the institutional production of racialised data. Although some partici-
pants recognised the unequal representation of particular groups in police databases, they frequently
interpreted this as a factual or technical condition that algorithms might correct. This reasoning
overlooks how databases are shaped by prior decisions concerning deployment, surveillance, stops,
arrests, and recording practices. Consequently, algorithmic tools may reproduce rather than neu-
tralise historically embedded inequalities.

These findings reinforce an understanding of institutional racism that does not depend on prov-
ing explicit racist intent among individual officers. Institutional racism may emerge through the
cumulative interaction of routine decisions, organisational priorities, classifications, and profes-
sional narratives that systematically produce unequal outcomes. Officers may sincerely understand
their work as impartial while participating in institutional processes that disproportionately affect
racialised communities.

The narratives analysed here are therefore important not because they provide direct evidence
of officers’ personal beliefs, but because they reveal how unequal outcomes are rendered legiti-
mate, ordinary, and professionally defensible. Claims of neutrality, legality, necessity, and techno-
logical objectivity can limit institutional self-examination by locating the source of disproportionality
outside police organisations—in neighbourhoods, victims, society, data, or software.

In this respect, Durrheim et al.’s (2005) framework remains useful as an interpretative
resource. The strategies identified in officers’ accounts do not simply deny racism; they reorga-
nise responsibility and meaning in ways that make racialised outcomes compatible with an
institutional identity of fairness and professionalism. This helps explain how institutional rac-
ism can persist in contexts where overt racism is formally rejected. These strategies enable
them to “deflect critical scrutiny away from the institutional racism” (Gonzalez et al., 2022)
and are particularly relevant to inform us how the issues around racism will develop in the
criminal justice system in two ways.

These narratives have important institutional consequences. First, they may weaken the capac-
ity of police organisations to identify and address racial disproportionality. If unequal outcomes are
consistently explained as products of crime patterns, victim information, or neutral technologies,
there is little institutional incentive to examine how deployment practices, discretionary decisions,
or data systems contribute to those outcomes.

Second, such narratives may undermine accountability and public trust. Communities subject to
repeated surveillance and intervention may perceive a gap between official claims of neutrality and
their lived experiences of policing. Where institutions lack mechanisms to examine this gap, alle-
gations of discrimination may be treated as misunderstandings or external criticism rather than as
opportunities for organisational reflection and reform.
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This study has several limitations. First, the analysis is based on interviews with 34 officers
from two Portuguese police organisations and cannot be treated as representative of all police offi-
cers or institutions in Portugal. The findings identify recurring narrative patterns within this sample
rather than measuring their prevalence across the police population.

Second, the study examines officers’ accounts rather than directly observed behaviour.
Narratives provide insight into how officers understand, justify, and communicate their practices,
but they do not establish how these accounts translate into particular operational decisions. Future
research should combine interviews with observational methods, institutional data, and analyses of
stops, searches, deployments, and technological systems.

Third, the interviews were conducted within a broader project concerning Big Data technolo-
gies, and the discussion of racism emerged through questions about predictive policing and biased
data. Although follow-up questions encouraged wider reflection, the framing of the interviews
may have shaped the forms of denial, justification, or technological reasoning expressed by
participants.

Despite these limitations, the study contributes to understanding how institutional racism may
be reproduced through everyday professional reasoning in a European policing context. The
Portuguese case is particularly significant because racial inequality is discussed within a national
environment shaped by colonial legacies, lusotropicalism, colour-blindness, and the persistent
denial of racism as a structural issue. The findings show that these broader narratives are not
merely contextual background; they provide interpretative resources through which officers can
present racialised outcomes as unrelated to race.

More broadly, the analysis demonstrates the value of bringing CRT into dialogue with policing
studies and critical research on technology. The institutional reproduction of racial inequality does
not occur through a single practice or explicit policy. It may emerge through the interaction of
spatial policing, discretionary interpretation, data production, and technological systems, all sus-
tained by narratives of neutrality. Understanding these interactions is essential for identifying how
apparently minor and disconnected practices may collectively generate durable patterns of racial
disproportionality.

Conclusion

This article examined how police officers in Portugal narrate racism in relation to policing prac-
tices, victim descriptions, police databases, and Big Data technologies. The findings show that
racialised outcomes may be normalised through professional accounts that present policing as
spatially necessary, procedurally neutral, or technologically objective.

Three interconnected processes were identified. First, the concentration of policing in racialised
neighbourhoods was justified through references to crime, place, and operational necessity. Second,
racial identifiers in victim descriptions were treated as externally supplied facts, displacing respon-
sibility for their institutional use. Third, unequal representation in police databases was acknowl-
edged but reframed as a technical problem that algorithms might solve. Across these themes,
officers’ narratives preserved an institutional self-image of impartiality while leaving the produc-
tion of racial disproportionality largely unexamined.

The article contributes theoretically by bringing CRT, institutional racism, policing studies,
and critical research on technology into dialogue within a Portuguese and broader European
context. CRT makes visible how formally neutral practices may reproduce racial power; the
concept of institutional racism directs attention to the cumulative effects of routine organisa-
tional processes; and policing studies situate these dynamics within professional cultures and
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forms of institutional legitimation. Durrheim et al.’s framework complements this analysis by
identifying the discursive mechanisms through which racism is split, displaced, de-racialised,
relativised, or trivialised.

The findings also challenge the assumption that racial inequality is reproduced only through
explicit prejudice or intentional discrimination. Institutional racism may emerge through the inter-
action of spatial deployment, discretionary interpretation, data production, and technological sys-
tems. These processes can reinforce one another while remaining compatible with officers’ sincere
claims of neutrality and professionalism.

The Portuguese case is especially relevant because police narratives are articulated within a
national context shaped by colonial legacies, lusotropicalism, colour-blindness, and the recurrent
denial of racism as a structural issue. These narratives provide culturally available ways of inter-
preting racialised outcomes as external to police institutions, exaggerated, or unrelated to race.

Addressing institutional racism therefore requires more than individual awareness or generic
bias training. Police organisations should examine how resources are distributed, how racial identi-
fiers are assessed and operationalised, how databases are produced, and how technological systems
reproduce existing patterns of surveillance and intervention. Greater institutional transparency,
systematic monitoring of disproportionality, and independent scrutiny of data-driven policing tools
are necessary to identify and address racial inequality within law enforcement.

By focusing on officers’ narratives, this study does not claim to establish a direct correspon-
dence between discourse and behaviour. It nevertheless shows how professional reasoning can
help legitimate institutional practices and constrain recognition of their racial effects. Future
research should combine qualitative interviews with observational, statistical, and technological
analyses to examine how these narratives interact with everyday policing decisions and institu-
tional outcomes.

Acknowledgements

The author is very grateful to the PJ and PSP in Portugal for authorising this research, and extends apprecia-
tion to all the interviewees for their participation and availability. Neiva is also thankful to Professor Helena
Machado for all the support in this journey, but also for the valuable feedback and comments in an early stage
of the paper. Finally, Laura extends her gratitude to all the members of AIDA social sciences research net-
work, for all the incredible observations and insightful comments.

ORCID iD
Laura Neiva (¢} https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1954-7597

Funding

The author disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or publication of
this article: This work is supported by national funds through FCT—Fundagéo para a Ciéncia e a Tecnologia,
I.P., under a PhD Research Studentship with the reference 2020.04764.BD (attributed to Laura Neiva); within
the scope of the Project. Este trabalho ¢ financiado por fundos nacionais através da FCT - Fundagdo para a
Ciéncia e a Tecnologia, I.P., no ambito do Projeto com o identificador DOI <10.54499/UID/04053/2025 (https://
doi.org/10.54499/UID/04053/2025)> This work is financed by national funds through FCT - Fundagdo para a
Ciéncia e a Tecnologia, I.P., under funding UID/00736/2025: Communication and Society Research Centre.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, and/or publica-
tion of this article.


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1954-7597
https://doi.org/10.54499/UID/04053/2025
https://doi.org/10.54499/UID/04053/2025

18 Crime Media Culture 00(0)

Notes

1. References to “migration” and “migration patterns” are used here in line with dominant academic and
policy vocabularies in the Portuguese context. At the same time, the article recognises that such terms
often function to depoliticise racialised inequalities by reframing them as neutral demographic processes,
thereby contributing to regimes of denial that obscure discussions of racism.

2. This period of time was particularly marked by debates on social media and news, as well as newspapers
in Portugal about racism in policing activities, mainly focused on popular and media accusations of
police institutions as racists.

3. The interview process was conducted with a strong awareness of the ethical implications of the questions
posed. Efforts were made to ensure that respondents did not feel pressured to respond in a certain way,
and care was taken to create a space where they could openly discuss their practices and perceptions.
The potential influence of positionality on the responses was considered throughout the analysis, with an
understanding that the findings should reflect the complexity of the issues rather than oversimplify them
based on initial reactions.
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