Huge plaudits for the X-Factor's colour-blindness

Say what you like about Simon Cowell's show, it is one of the least racist annexes of the UK music industry
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The X Factor finallists – Miss Dynamix, Rough Copy and Kingsland Road – on This Morning, with the show's chief judge, Gary Barlow (seated), 8 October 2013. Photograph: Ken McKay/Rex Features

Gracious, it's already the time of year when aggrieved music lovers traditionally surge forth to condemn The X Factor. Should we expect another po-faced campaign to rob Simon Cowell of the Christmas No 1? Or just more industrial-level whinging from those who fret about how it's destroying British music. That it is not about "real" music (maan!), just bubblegum pap, and televised slop, for the masses. How such shows clog up the industry, suck up all the resources, make it impossible for new artists to catch a break.

Maybe The X Factor could be judged guilty of all these things, and more (British music should not be wholly forged in weekend TV).

However, perhaps the British music industry could also learn something from The X Factor – a show that not only promotes working-class kids but also, far less famously, gives black performers a fair hearing.

It seems to me that The X Factor is fast becoming one of the least racist, and most colourblind, annexes of the modern British music industry.

Of the 12 acts that made it to this year's live shows, almost half were non-white – two of the girls, two of the groups, and one in the over-26 category. Out of many thousands of auditionees, roughly 40% of those selected were black, or mixed race.

Would the rest of the British music industry (particularly those who disdain Cowell's TV-juggernaut) care to offer up their numbers – give out their percentages of how many new black artists they took on board, nurtured and promoted this year?

Indeed, it's a recurring scandal how black British artists struggle to get signed, or find themselves sidelined, under-marketed, and finally dropped – particularly females, many of whom end up providing backing vocals.

The likes of Heather Small and Estelle have remarked on the racist (and, in the former's case, sexist) aspects of the industry. The Mercury prize chair, Simon Frith, commenting on 2009's winner, Speech Debelle, said that black female artists "always had a particularly tough time".

Fair enough, but then we come to The X Factor, a huge primetime show with a decent track record regarding black/Asian/mixed-race artists, boasting two winners (Leona Lewis and Alexandra Burke) and a slew of finalists and contenders (including One Direction, JLS, Rebecca Ferguson, Little Mix, Mischa B and Marcus Collins). Moreover, a show whose audience thinks nothing of a final 12 where 40% of the performers are black.

Some might say that the audience is the point – that some artists are selected because they reflect large swaths of The X Factor demographic (young and broke), and the show is cynically peddling fantasies of escape, reward and validation.

How to put this politely? Just get over it. What does anyone expect when these young people have often grown up in environments where poverty and lack of opportunity are not sob stories to be mocked but harsh facts of life?

This has long been The X Factor's strength. For a show featuring four judges, crucially, it does not prejudge its contestants. Rather wonderfully, this appears to extend to the "marketability" of the colour of their skin. Unlike other areas of the industry, race doesn't seem to be an issue.

So how did we get here? Britain prides itself on being anti-racist – it gave the world the likes of 2 Tone and Rock against Racism. How could it be, in 2013, that one of the most level playing fields available to black artists appears to be a primetime TV talent show?

While The X Factor is far from perfect, and generally more about good telly than great music, kudos should be given for its stubbornly colour-blind approach.

