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“In this impressive collection, editors Arday and Mirza tackle the perennial sta-
tus of racism in the academy. Beyond the common refrain that Whites are the 
center of the problem, the contributors rightfully focus our efforts at disman-
tling the ideology of whiteness itself. They argue that decolonizing higher edu-
cation means confronting the white occupation of academic knowledge and 
unsettling its grip over mundane as well as high stakes decisions. The authors 
launch a compelling assault on whiteness that not only grabs our attention, 
it renews our commitment to democracy and simple decency. Their brave 
response is a welcomed voice during these challenging times.”

—Professor Zeus Leonardo, University of California, Berkeley, USA

“Arday and Mirza have brought together some of the most exciting and highly 
respected voices in contemporary anti-racist research. They explore the pro-
cesses by which a war is being waged to determine the knowledge that uni-
versities are allowed to teach and the racialized nature of the staff and student 
body. This superb collection is a landmark intervention into one of the most 
important debates of our time. The World’s universities are becoming a key 
battleground in the ongoing struggle for racial justice, equity and respect. 
From Cape Town to Berkeley, Oxford to Sydney, Harvard to Toronto, a bat-
tle is being waged for the soul of Higher Education. Minoritized scholars, 
students and communities are making their voices heard as never before but 
the forces of repression have many weapons and shamelessly deploy concepts 
like ‘free speech’, ‘choice’ and ‘meritocracy’ as loaded devices that camouflage 
White self-interest behind the hypocrisy of grand-sounding ideas.”

—Professor David Gillborn, University of Birmingham, UK

“This collection is a long awaited and much needed challenge to institutional 
racism in UK universities. It insists on the necessity for present/future decolo-
nization for racial equality and social justice transformation within these white 
spaces.”

—Professor Shirley Anne Tate, Leeds Beckett University, UK

“Dismantling Race in Higher Education is a must read edited volume for those 
individuals who are really interested in understanding the influences of race 
within the UK higher education enterprise. Both Dr Jason Arday and Professor 
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Heidi Safia Mirza assembled an all-star team of UK ‘race studies’ scholars and 
researchers to put this book together. In my opinion, it includes important 
content that may stimulate a new generation of ‘race studies’ thought leaders 
in the UK. This edited volume has immense potential to become a classic text 
for higher education scholars and researchers throughout the UK higher edu-
cation system and beyond.”

—Professor James L. Moore III, The Ohio State University, USA

“This collection of essays is a timely intervention given the discussions going 
on in Whitehall and on campuses about access, equality and the legacy of colo-
nialism and empire in our universities. Whilst of course attention must be paid 
to who is able to participate in higher education, we must also focus on issues 
of race within the institutions themselves.”

—Rt Hon David Lammy MP, Higher Education Minister 2007–10, House of 
Commons, UK Parliament

“Covering multiple experiences, histories, policies and pedagogies, 
Dismantling Race is an impressive contribution to scholarship on higher edu-
cation. Across a set of beautifully curated chapters the imbrication of whiteness 
in the British Academy is catalogued, reported and explained. Few, having read 
the book, will doubt that higher education is institutionally racist; and few will 
doubt the urgency of contemporary decolonizing initiatives.”

—Professor Robbie Shilliam, Johns Hopkins University, USA

“This landmark publication takes on an ambitious project: fiercely critical anal-
yses intertwined with intersectional visions of hope and tools for a different 
practice. A new generation of critical voices takes us closer to the tipping point 
where ‘enough =enough’ can trigger genuine transformation.”

—Professor Philomena Essed, Antioch University, USA
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Foreword

Dismantling Racial Inequality Within  
the Academy

The foreword to this volume argues that in Britain issues of race and rac-
ism continue to be viewed as ‘outside’ academia’s domain. The greatest bar-
rier to addressing race equality in higher education is academia’s refusal to 
regard race as a legitimate object of scrutiny, either in scholarship or policy. 
Consequently, there is little recognition of the role played by universities in 
(re)producing racial injustice. The contributions to this collection challenge 
this studied ignorance by drawing attention to academia’s racialised culture 
and practices, detailing experiences and outcomes among those Black and 
Minority Ethnic (BME) students and academics who have successfully 
accessed higher education but who still find themselves marginalised.

As a way of explaining why this collection of writing on race and 
higher education in Britain is important and why it is overdue, let me 
begin with an everyday story: a story of everyday racism. Some years back, 
I sat on the equalities committee of an elite university. Since the univer-
sity’s physical environment was a regular agenda item, I raised the issue 
of graffiti in the changing rooms of the gym. Now, I grew up on 1970s  
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council estates and I am not liable to be shocked by scribble on walls. 
However, this was not the odd mark but an accretion of racist, sexist, 
anti-Semitic and homophobic scrawl. Layer upon layer, it must have 
taken years of deposit. Once I had convinced the committee that I was 
not mistaken, that the graffiti really did exist and that it was a problem, 
the university acted: not just painting over the graffiti but resurfacing the 
walls with a kind of meringue-like woodchip so that they could not be 
defaced again. At the next committee meeting we congratulated ourselves 
on having taken practical and immediate action—at which point, an 
experienced member of the committee piped up, ‘Yes, it was terrible. 
Perhaps it was done by visitors from outside the university’.

From outside the university. From outside the university. The most 
powerful block to challenging and dismantling racial inequality in 
higher education is glossed in those four words. For in British univer-
sities, race is rarely considered a legitimate object of scrutiny, either in 
scholarship or in policy. Race very much remains the ‘outside child’ 
and its continuing illegitimacy means that often the most significant 
discussions about race and racism remain at the level of corridor con-
versations: rarely surfacing in published papers, unlikely to attract the 
validation of grant funding. The marginalisation of critical voices is 
compounded at the institutional level, where equalities committees are 
too often out of the executive loop, entirely separate from the senior 
bodies that make decisions about learning and teaching, staffing and 
funding. Consequently, too much of our energy is spent fending off 
derision at the very mention of the ‘R’ word: going over and over the 
same back-to-square-one arguments about the legitimacy of scholarship 
on race and the need for institutional action on racism.

In particular, there exists a stubborn refusal to acknowledge that aca-
demia itself might be complicit in the (re)production of racial injustices, 
that it does not just passively ‘reflect’ disadvantages already existing in 
society but actively (re)creates inequalities. This current collection sug-
gests ways forward in the struggle to dismantle these inequalities but it 
does not underestimate the extent of the challenge. The book’s starting 
point is that race and racism are not ‘outside’ the university; they are 
not prior entities, carried on to campus like a lunch bag. Academia—
like schools, the labour market and the criminal justice system—is one 
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of the social sites in which race as a social relationship is constructed, in 
a tangle of stratifications, exclusions, privileges and assumptions. Sadly, 
in British academia Gargi Bhattacharyya’s words, written some twenty 
years ago, still too often hold true:

The powerful hog the privilege of the norm and the rest of us squeeze in 
behind, around, wherever there is room. Boys stride and girls cower, light 
skin preens while dark waits.

(Bhattacharyya 1997: 250).

Remember also that in Britain issues of race in higher education are a 
belated concern. Early post-war work on race and education in Britain 
focused, for demographic reasons, on schooling. It was not until the late 
1970s that education policymakers, confronted with unemployment 
figures and deep urban unrest, began to contemplate the fate of BME 
school-leavers and it was not really until the 1980s that BME access to 
higher education became a fledgling policy item. One problem of the 
current century is that the higher education sector got stuck for rather 
too long on access. In strictly numerical terms, Britain’s minority ethnic 
groups are now solidly represented in higher education. However, it has 
taken the work of committed researchers, alert practitioners and, cru-
cially, the agitation of BME students to draw attention to the ‘inside’: 
to experiences and outcomes among those BME students and academ-
ics who have successfully ‘accessed’ higher education but still find them-
selves marginalised.

In short, while widening participation is a necessary condition for 
dismantling racial inequality in higher education (and in wider soci-
ety), it is not sufficient in itself. It is inadequate to recruit BME students 
and staff while holding to deficit models, wherein the onus to change, 
to fit, to come up to snuff lies entirely with those students and staff; 
transformation in the university population necessitates transforma-
tion in policy and practice. As yet, the sector has responded only fitfully 
to the challenge but the degree to which universities acknowledge the 
need for change in what they do and how they think has increasingly 
become a red line. It is apparent in contemporary student movements, 
such as ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ and ‘Why is My Curriculum White’, as well 
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as in mainstream strategies, such as the Race Equality Charter Mark, 
designed for universities that actively promote race equality.

The contributors to this volume include some of British academia’s 
brightest hopes: new, passionate voices who have helped shaped the 
current campaigns for racial justice. Other contributors are relative 
veterans, with long-standing experience of the cycles of interest and 
disinterest in race equality that have characterised education policy 
in the UK. While the contributors address race and higher education 
from different perspectives, drawing on diverse disciplines, they share 
a sobering recognition that they are writing at a moment when issues 
of race and racism are no more than a hoarse whisper in the national/ 
nativist conversation—the forgotten inequality. Eighteen years ago, the 
Macpherson Report impelled universities, like other public institutions, 
to acknowledge the pervasive nature of institutional racism. Since then 
race has again slipped from the education policy agenda, and is usually 
seen only through the prism of black underachievement.

For the most part, higher education has resorted—to borrow a phrase 
from Nobel Prize winner Paul Beatty—to its old, haughty notions of 
fair play. Concerns about institutional racism have been displaced by 
shoulder-shrugging concept of ‘unconscious bias’—a voguish term that 
has little purchase on structural inequality as it is understood by this 
book’s commentators. Today, it seems that race is again ‘outside’ higher 
education: outside a current set of interests that seem to be reducible to 
‘quality’, ‘standards’, ‘markets’ and ‘employability’—terms not nearly so 
neutral as they sound.

The structural, deeply cultural questions addressed in this book 
confront many facets of academia’s self-reproductive power. How, for 
instance, can a sector so dependent on the shoulder tap, on buying-in, 
on headhunting commit itself to principles of equality in its recruit-
ment and promotion of academic staff? How can Britain retain BME 
academics, for whom academic flight has become a rational response 
to institutional neglect and to the disparaging of scholarship that dares 
to treat Dubois, Said and hooks with same seriousness that it treats 
Foucault? How are BME students to negotiate a sector that has his-
torically preferred to objectify black and brown bodies, rather than to 
hear black and brown voices? These questions are now seeping through 
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a cracked edifice. For, it is no longer possible to slap on a dash of paint 
or plaster to disguise the stratification of our higher education system: 
stratification that so heavily concentrates BME, working class and 
mature students in one particular fraction of the sector (thirty or so new 
universities, in the Greater London area or other ‘urban’ safe spaces). 
And it is no longer possible to gloss over the racialised disparities in 
undergraduate attainment or the blocked pipelines to work and post-
graduate study in which high-achieving BME graduates can find them-
selves lodged.

Often times, everyday culture and practice in contemporary British 
academia feel like a continual rephrasing of the question posed by one 
of the chapters in this collection: ‘Are you supposed to be in here?’ Yet 
that is not the whole story. Within this collection multiple possibilities 
for transformation are envisaged: possibilities rooted in already bur-
geoning activism, wherein BME students, scholars and their allies are 
creating spaces of contestation, challenging academia’s business-as-usual 
forms of mission, leadership, admissions and curriculum. The contri-
butions to this volume share a commitment to educational change; the 
authors’ hopes are embedded in realism about where we currently stand 
and therefore its prescriptions are as strong as its critiques. This book 
is about contests that are central to higher education in Britain in the 
twenty-first century, as told from the inside.

Coventry, UK  Professor Paul Warmington

Paul Warmington is a Professorial Research Fellow in The Centre for 
Research in Race and Education at the University of Birmingham. He 
has taught, researched and written extensively on education and social 
justice, focusing on critical theories of race and class, and on widening 
participation. Beginning in the late 1980s, he has worked in both fur-
ther and higher education. His work has included developing pioneer-
ing black studies courses and Access programmes. Paul was also one of 
the founders of Birmingham University’s Centre for Research in Race 
and Education. His most recent book is Black British Intellectuals and 
Education: Multiculturalism’s Hidden History (2014).
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Introduction



3

‘What does it mean when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine 
the fruits of that same patriarchy? It means that only the most narrow perim-
eters of change are possible and allowable’… ‘For the master’s tools will never 
dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at 
his own games, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.’ 
(Audrey Lorde 2007: 110–112: Comments at Second Sex Conference, 
New York, September 29, 1979)

This book grew out of the seminar series Aiming Higher: Race 
Inequality and Diversity in the Academy, initiated and convened by 
UK’s foremost race-relations think-tank, the Runnymede Trust. The 
outcome, the Aiming Higher report (Alexander and Arday 2015) cen-
tred around two main and interlinked areas of concern for Black and 
Minority Ethnic staff and students in the British higher education 
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system; namely the white privilege that lies at the heart of the elite 
institutional culture, and the subsequent unequal opportunities and 
outcomes for BME1 academics and students who ‘strive to survive’ 
within that culture.

The findings of the Runnymede report were indeed alarming. The 
evidence they unearthed of complex entrenched institutionalised gen-
dered and classed racial discrimination in British universities speaks for 
itself. The Aiming Higher research team found students of colour are 
less likely to be admitted to elite ‘Russell group’ universities, even when 
they have ‘like for like’ entry grades. BME students are to be found 
mainly in the ‘new’ university sector with its lesser market value, and  
are less likely than their White counterparts to be awarded a good hon-
ours degree or find good jobs commensurate with their qualifications 
when they graduate. Those who manage to navigate the perilous jour-
ney into a career in the Academy disproportionately find themselves 
on insecure fixed term contracts and lower pay. The most shocking evi-
dence of this ‘crisis of race’ in British higher education, is the dearth 
of senior Black and Minority Ethnic academics. In comparison to 3895 
white female and 12,455 white male professors in the UK, there only 
345 British women of colour professors of which 30 are Black British, 
10 British Pakistani and 5 British Bangladeshi, with British Indian and 
British Chinese women topping the race to the bottom at 80 and 75  
respectively (Alexander 2017; ECU 2016; Gabriel and Tate 2017). 
Emejulu (2017b) poignantly sums up the state of play in the British 
Academy when she says, ‘To speak of universities is to recognise them 
as spaces of exclusion and discrimination which hide their epistemic 
violence behind a rhetoric of meritocracy, collegiality and the ‘free 
exchange of ideas’’.

1The acronym BME or BAME (Black and Minority Ethnic and Black Asian and Minority Ethnic ) 
is a collective term used in official British government sources to encompass the highly differ-
entiated racialised post-colonial but global majority ‘peoples of colour’ who now live and work 
in Great Britain (Bhavnani et al. 2005). It denotes the social construction of difference through 
visible ‘race’ (Black) and ethnic (cultural) markers. Many of the chapters in the book adopt the 
official convention of ‘BME’ while acknowledging it is a crude reduction of complex ethnic, cul-
tural and religious differences (Alexander 2017).
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David Lammy, the former Labour Minister of Higher Education 
commented in the Forward to the Aiming Higher report, ‘So despite 
the lofty ideals of universities, they do no better, and are in fact doing 
worse than many other institutions in British society when it comes to 
race equality’ (Alexander and Arday 2015: 3). Lammy then throws 
down the gauntlet to the Academy, declaring, ‘What then, can be 
done? ’ As politically committed academics of colour, we could not let 
Lammy’s challenge lie, and pick up his gauntlet by bringing together 
22 of the best and brightest, new and established scholars of race and 
higher education to tackle this question in this unique Volume. This 
book thus takes up the task the Runnymede began, and Audrey Lorde 
in her eminent and forceful wisdom in her opening quote counsels us 
to do—that is to ‘dismantle the masters house’ of higher education. 
It is a forensic task, that comes at a pivotal time marking just over 
50 years since the 1965 Race-Relations Act addressed the endemic 
racism that plagued post-war Britain (Khan 2015a). In terms of 
higher education reform, it also signals 50 years since the Robbins 
Report called for the national expansion of the university system 
which opened the door to a post-colonial generation of Black and 
Asian British students from the former colonies (Alexander and Arday 
2015). Drawing on the contributing authors’ meticulous evidence of 
facts and figures on one hand, and their rich archives of feelings and 
frustrations on the other, the book clearly demonstrates that indeed 
something has to give if, as Martin Luther King prophesied 50 years 
ago, and Sam Cooke immortalised in his civil rights song, ‘A Change 
is Gonna Come’.

If British higher education is to move beyond its twentieth century 
bunker of anachronistic elitism and social hierarchies of privilege and 
modernise as ‘fit for purpose’, it must embrace a new era of democra-
tisation and diversity that will ultimately define its success in the new 
global reach of the twenty first century (Morley 2012). The over-riding 
message of this Collection is clear—despite the massification and mar-
ketisation of higher education, in which universities are reconstituted as 
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international ‘big businesses’ (Collini 2017), the ‘masters tools’ of race 
equality and diversity polices have not ‘dismantled the masters’ house’ 
(Warikoo 2016). Instead, we find the latest tranche of ‘fat cat’2 lead-
ership in the Academy have erected new ‘walls of containment’ for 
Black, Asian and White working classes in their expensive new architec-
tural extensions. But like all ‘walls of exclusion’ forged in fear, envy and 
greed—the walls of Apartheid, the Berlin Wall, the walls in Gaza and 
Trump’s Mexican walls—they outlive their time and eventually, under 
mass protest, crumble.

The incontrovertible evidence amassed in this book heralds an eve of 
change in the search for social justice and racial equality in higher edu-
cation. By peeling back the mechanisms of institutional racism; expos-
ing the spaces of white privilege; documenting the grassroots movement 
for decolonisation: and illuminating the bureaucratic conceit of equal-
ity and diversity policies—we suggest, in the pages that follow, that the 
‘game is up’ and there is nowhere for those in power to hide.

Let the Facts Speak: Institutional Racism 
in Higher Education

Institutional racism, a concept coined in America in 1967 in the  
Black Power era by Kwame Ture (né Stokely Carmichael) and Charles 
V. Hamilton is, like the Race Equality Legislation in Britain, now mark-
ing its 50th anniversary. However, it was not until the racist murder 
of the Black teenager Stephen Lawrence3 in 1993 that the concept of 
Institutional racism entered the lexicon of higher education in Britain. 
Stephen’s brutal murder marked a watershed in the recognition that 

3The Racially motivated murder of the black teenager Stephen Lawrence in London in 1993 and 
the subsequent racist mishandling of the case by the police led to the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry 
in 1999. https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2012/jan/03/stephen-lawrence-timeline (accessed 15 
Jan 2018).

2There have been several scandals followed by a call for a Government review of the inflated 
pay of university Vice-Chancellor’s in which the highest paid earns £450,000, three times the 
prime minister’s salary. http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5224813/Vice-chancellors-pay-
Britains-worst-universities.html (accessed 15 Jan 2018).

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2012/jan/03/stephen-lawrence-timeline
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5224813/Vice-chancellors-pay-Britains-worst-universities.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-5224813/Vice-chancellors-pay-Britains-worst-universities.html
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public sector organisations, including higher education, operate institu-
tional forms of racism that are, “less overt, far more subtle, less identifia-
ble in terms of specific individuals committing the acts … (and) originate 
in the operation of established and respected forces in society ” (Carmichael 
and Hamilton 1967: 4). The raft of recommendations that followed 
the Macpherson Report into Stephen’s murder led to the 2000 Race 
Relations Amendment Act (RRAA) and later the 2010 Race Equality 
Act, which marked a hopeful start to a new millennium (Khan 2015a). 
In a breath of fresh air, higher education had to take on board the defi-
nition of institutional racism in the Macpherson Report, defined as, 
“The collective failure of an organisation to provide an appropriate and 
professional service to people because of their colour, culture, or ethnic ori-
gin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which 
amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thought-
lessness and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people. ” 
(Macpherson 1999: para 6.34). Tasked by the law, universities were 
now accountable and open to external scrutiny and had no choice but 
to reluctantly invoke the principles equality of opportunity and abide 
by the ‘Positive Duty’ to promote and value difference and diversity in 
their hallowed halls. However, as the seminal book, Institutional Racism 
in Higher education (Law et al. 2004: 3) shows so well, British universi-
ties still managed to remain ‘hideously white’.

It is this watershed moment, and the subsequent fate of institu-
tional race equality within the sector during the following 20 years, 
that Andrew Pilkington skilfully unravels in his opening chapter, ‘The 
Declining Salience of Race Equality in Higher Education’ (see Chapter 2).  
He asks, ‘Why, despite such progressive Race Equality Legislation, have 
we witnessed the rise, rather than the fall of disadvantages for BME  
students and staff?’ He suggests that the underlying principles of equal-
ity enshrined in anti-discrimination Law elicits a liberal rather than 
radical approach to equalities, ensuring fair procedures for all, rather 
than fair outcomes and equitable redistribution for those who are the 
most discriminated against. By adopting ‘colour-blind’ and ‘compla-
cent’ bureaucratic approaches, universities can claim to be doing some-
thing, while really doing nothing at all to change the status-quo. With 
endemic cultures of cynicism about ‘political correctness’ towards race  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_2
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equality, Pilkington concludes the situation facing us in universities 
is, ‘impossible to comprehend without recognising how deeply rooted 
Whiteness is throughout the system’.

How the upper middle and upper classes reproduce and jealously 
guard their exclusive institutional spaces of elite white privilege, is the 
issue that concerns Diane Reay in her theoretically rich chapter, ‘Race 
and Elite Universities in the UK’ (see Chapter 3). While the ‘success 
story’ of expansion in higher education has led to a more diverse stu-
dent body, it ironically has not produced a more inclusive higher educa-
tion sector. Instead we find in the ‘open’ market place universities have 
become more polarised and segregated along hierarchical race and class 
lines. Thus, Oxford and Cambridge and the hub of ‘old traditional’ 
Russell group universities have become ‘finishing schools’ for the global 
wealthy elite, while Black and White working classes, are bound into a 
system of medieval like indebtedness in the lower status ‘new’ universi-
ties. How does this inequitable two-tier class system thrive in a seemingly 
open liberal democratic society? Herein lies Reay’s core argument, it is 
the myth of meritocracy that keeps the neoliberal dream alive—that is, 
the belief if you work hard ‘all can rise to the top’. It is a cruel dream 
with many working-class causalities and the few high achieving white 
working class and BME students that gain admission to elite universities 
suffer the psychological trauma of marginalisation, as well as more brutal 
and overt forms of racism.

It is the politics and processes behind the BME and working-class 
 struggle to be admitted into these elite spaces of higher learning that 
Vikki Boliver deconstructs with clear sighted forensic aptitude in her  
chapter, ‘Ethnic Inequalities in Admission to Highly Selective Universities’ 
(see Chapter 4). Two decades of high rates of BME student participa-
tion has not been met with higher rates of entry into elite Russell group 
universities. Boliver goes straight to the horse’s mouth for her data—the 
Universities Colleges and Admissions Service, and asks the ‘million- dollar’ 
equity question, ‘why are British ethnic minority applicants to highly 
 selective universities less likely to be offered places than white British appli-
cants with the same grades? The rates of offer for White students were 7–12 
percentage points higher than equivalently qualified Black Caribbean, 
Pakistani and Bangladeshi applicants, and 3–4 percentage points  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_4
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higher for Chinese, Indian and ‘mixed’ ethnic groups. Boliver deducts a 
possible cause for this glaring disparity, namely the racist conscious and 
unconscious ethnic bias of the admission processes to highly selective uni-
versities. Boliver strongly argues for determined action on the part of uni-
versity senior leadership to lever tools at their disposal if institutional racism 
is to be challenged at its root.

The lower attainment of BME students in relation to White students 
is a long-standing problem and an indicator that something is, ‘rotten in 
the state of Denmark’.4 John Richardson’s detailed and considered chap-
ter, ‘Understanding the Under-Attainment of Ethnic Minority Students’ 
(see Chapter 5) aims to shed light on what is ‘known and not known’ 
about this ubiquitous and persistent phenomenon. Richardson takes the 
latest data that is available and deconstructs a national picture of BME 
degree attainment. Richardson is unequivocal that the aspirations of 
ethnic minority students do not explain the UK situation and deduces 
if ‘ethnicity per se’ is not a factor in explaining the attainment gap, and 
entry qualifications are controlled for, then the factors that are responsible 
for the ethnic differences in attainment must, to some degree, be insti-
tutional. He tentatively suggests that they could result, at least in part, 
from the teaching and assessment practices that are adopted in different 
institutions and academic subjects. Richardson ultimately concludes the 
phenomena of lower attainment still remains an ‘unknown’. With very 
little official academic appetite to find out why, vulnerable BME stu-
dents are left to flounder, while powerful institutions charged with their 
 educational well-being remain with their heads well and truly buried in 
the ‘equality sand’.

The issues for of social mobility for BME students do not stop with 
disadvantages in degree attainment. In a robust and careful analysis of 
ethnic differences in degree-level education and access to the professional- 
managerial salariat, Yaojun Li in his chapter, ‘Unequal Returns’ (see 
Chapter 6) asks what are the employment outcomes for BME gradu-
ates with degrees? First, aspirations are clearly not a problem as ethnic  

4Quote from the play Hamlet. See, Shakespeare, W. (1993) The Complete Works of William 
Shakespeare. Available at http://shakespeare.mit.edu/index.html (accessed 15 Jan 2018).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_6
http://shakespeare.mit.edu/index.html
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minorities were more likely than the majority white group to have degree- 
level education. Li’s meticulous analysis of the best available British 
national survey data shows a complex pattern of both polarisation and 
stratification in education for minority groups. He finds parental class 
and education plays a very important role hence Caribbean, Bangladeshi 
and Pakistani groups were overrepresented in the lowest levels of educa-
tion, while Chinese, Indians and Black Africans outperform the white 
UK majority by large margins. Yet, and this is the shocking finding, 
despite all their educational achievements, second generation British born 
ethnic minority women, but more so men face a considerable ‘ethnic pen-
alty’ in terms of pay and accessing professional-managerial positions com-
pared to their white peers. For them higher education did not level the 
playing field of equality in employment, and as Li concludes, ‘the ethnic 
penalty is a litmus test of social equality in British society’.

Just as BME students do not enjoy parity with their white counter-
parts in the professional world of work, BME academic staff also face 
quantifiable barriers to their career progression in UK higher education 
institutions. In their illuminating chapter, ‘Should I Stay or Should I Go’ 
(see Chapter 7), Kalwant Bhopal, Hazel Brown and June Jackson reveal 
new survey evidence showing that as many as 83.6% of Black, Asian and 
mixed race academics consider voting with their feet to leave Britain to 
seek work in more equitable ‘greener pastures’ overseas. In examining the 
push and pull factors that determine their desire to move, Bhopal et al. 
found BME academics are more likely to experience subtle, covert forms 
of racism, are less likely to be pushed forward for promotion, and less 
likely to be in senior decision-making roles, compared to their White 
colleagues. Interviewees spoke about how white senior academics often 
excluded them from accessing the necessary ‘prestige’ social and cul-
tural capital needed to progress in the academy. The informal nature of 
this type of behaviour had an exclusionary impact on the experiences of 
BME academics whose legitimacy to occupy senior roles was frequently 
challenged in cruel and overtly racist ways such as taunting and belittling 
them. Bhopal and her colleagues suggest senior leaders are culpable by 
allowing, ‘a culture where race equality is not being prioritised within the 
sector’.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_7


1 Racism in Higher Education …     11

Outsiders Within the Academy: Surviving the 
‘Sheer Weight of Whiteness’

The Black feminist theorist, Patricia Hill Collins (1998) developed the 
powerful concept, ‘outsider-within ’ to describe the liminal border space 
of marginalisation she experienced as a woman of colour working inside 
white academy. She writes, “For my own survival I chose the term out-
sider-within to describe the location of people who no longer belong to any 
one group … individuals like me who appear to belong, because we possess 
both the credentials for admittance and the rights of formal membership ” 
(Collins 1998: 5). Being a highly visible ‘raced’ professional in public 
spaces that were previously closed and homogenous with respect to race 
and gender, has led to reconfigured patterns of institutionalised racism 
for Black and Minority Ethnic ‘outsiders’ who now, by law have been 
allowed into these exclusive ‘spaces of whiteness’. In these desegregated 
work environments, a climate of unease evolves. Microaggressions and 
surveillance strategies become increasingly important to ensure Black 
and Minority Ethnic staff remain manageable, safe, unraced and assim-
ilated (Gabriel and Tate 2017). In the following chapters the contribut-
ing authors interrogate the ways in which gender, race and class are lived 
out in the boardrooms, corridors and classrooms of our  universities. 
Our aim in this section is to understand the multiple and complex ways 
in which structures of power reproduce intersectional social divisions 
in the everyday lives of Black and Minority Ethnic people who inhabit 
these still unreconstructed ‘spaces of whiteness’.

In their chapter, ‘Are You Supposed to Be in Here?’ (see Chapter 8) 
Remi Joseph-Salisbury and Azeezat Johnson draw on autoethnographic 
accounts of teaching and studying ‘race’ in racist universities. They ask, 
‘What does it mean for academics of colour who are studying race(ism) to 
be subjected to the same racist oppressions within the academe?’ In the rar-
efied space of the academe ‘everyday’ race inequalities are seen as existing 
outside of the institution rather than produced through the academe. By 
centring their own experiences, Joseph-Salisbury and Johnson point to the 
pervasiveness of white supremacy within these legitimised spaces of knowl-
edge production, deconstructing how racist and sexist microaggressions  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_8
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are a form of systemic, everyday racism. Joseph-Salisbury as a Black  
mixed-race man finds he is more intelligible as the Black male trespasser 
than as an academic. Azeezat Johnson is seen as a ‘native informant’ when 
her Black and Muslim female body is fetishised by a majority white audi-
ence. Joseph-Salisbury and Johnson generously share their ‘epistemes of 
Blackness’ for surviving in HE, which given the insurmountable task, one 
option is to leave the academy!

Using the Critical Race Theory (CRT) tool of counter narrative and 
semi-biography, Jason Arday in his chapter, ‘Being Black, Male and 
Academic’ (see Chapter 9), allows us the privilege of entering his world 
as a Black, male early career academic. In his deeply personal and poign-
ant account of exclusion and marginalisation, he shares his struggle to 
survive and carve out a career in academia. His ‘hidden’ inner battle to 
overcome his hurdles as an autistic learner is very different from his out-
ward facing presence as a ‘visible’ Black male, which unsettles the nor-
mativity of Whiteness within academia. He constantly questions if he 
has the credentials to be a ‘real’ academic when he is routinely turned 
down at interviews despite his professional and academic experience 
and the equal opportunities mantra, ‘We value a diverse work force’. 
He notices how the all-white interview panels flinch awkwardly when 
he comes into the room, and is inevitability turned down, as his ‘face 
does not fit’. Students think he is a rapper, and colleagues refer to him 
as a ‘dark horse’ and imagine his popularity as lecturer is because ‘Black 
is the new cool’. Sharing his story is not only cathartic for Arday, but a 
gift for us. In a dream, he tells his 18-year-old self, who could not read 
or write, no matter the mountains he has to climb in this white world, 
he has already reached his Everest.

While BME academic staff are captured in the institutional cultures of 
whiteness in the academy, so too are the students. Heidi Mirza in her chap-
ter, ‘Black Bodies ‘Out of Place’ in Academic Spaces’ (see Chapter 10) turns 
her attention to the institutional ‘flashpoints’ where the intersectionality of 
race, gender, faith and culture plays out at critical moments for students 
of colour. Though it is claimed we live in ‘colour-blind’ post-race times, 
Mirza finds that rather than racism fading away, new patterns of insidi-
ous racism are evolving which can be mapped in the micro- institutional 
practices of recruitment, retention and progression that mark the life  
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cycle of a student’s journey. Just getting in the university door was a trial 
for one African Caribbean young man. Other BME students are cut adrift 
in hostile ‘anti-equality’ learning environments, while Muslim students 
encounter overt anti-Islamic discrimination. Mirza found that while the 
white tutors wanted an open dialogue about tackling their racism, an intel-
lectual and institutional ‘safe space’ to develop such critical consciousness 
was not yet on the horizon.

How do two white male lecturers create such an institutional ‘safe  
space’ is the subject of Michael Hobson’s and Stuart Whigham’s 
challeng ing chapter. ‘Am I Too White to Talk About Being Black?’ (see 
Chapter 11). It is not often that we get to hear white male academics crit-
ically reflect on their privilege and the frailties of their anti-racist teaching 
practice and pedagogy. Hobson and Whigham reflect upon their impossi-
bility to empathise with the racialised experiences of BME students, and 
the potential risk that their attempt to do so will lead to a tokenistic dis-
cussion of race, which reinforces the students’ inequality and their white 
privilege. The autoethnographic accounts of their engagement with issues 
of race and racism in the classroom, such as how to react when students 
use the ‘n’ word, or using pedagogic devices such as ball games that mimic 
hierarchies of race and class, makes for uncomfortable reading. However, 
as they themselves admit, if white male lecturers are to move out of the 
comfort zone of inviting people of colour to deliver the one ‘special lec-
ture on race’ per term, then it is critical for them to move beyond intro-
spection and ‘navel gazing’ about their white ‘vulnerability’ when tasked 
to deliver important curriculum content on racism in sport.

Whiteness is clearly classed, gendered, and raced, and the true ‘vulner-
ability’ of certain disadvantaged and stigmatised ‘white’ groups in higher  
education is the focus of Kate D’Arcy and Lisa Galloway in their chapter, 
‘Access and Inclusion for Gypsy and Traveller Students’ (see Chapter 12). 
The complexity of the educational issues gypsy and traveller communities 
face are carefully unpacked in this rare but important chapter. Gypsy and 
traveller children and young people who struggle to achieve educationally 
within the state system, find themselves caught between overt prejudice 
and low expectations of schools and authorities on the one hand, and 
the rightful suspicion and lack of trust of such institutions within their 
communities on the other. This pattern extends into further and higher 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-60261-5_12


14     H. S. Mirza

education for the few who do enter its ranks and these students evolve 
specific coping strategies such as ‘fight, flight and playing White’ in order 
to deal with the cultural dissonance and social exclusion they experience. 
As D’Arcy and Galloway show successful policies of inclusion rest on 
building trust and respect, as well as emotional and financial support, but 
most of all it depends on the political will to do so.

The fate of racially stigmatised groups in higher education is deeply 
concerning. Muslim students, now labelled as the new ‘folk devils’, 
are freely and openly subjected to suspicion and official surveillance 
in higher educational institutions. The ways in which pervasive racist 
Islamophobic discourses have become legitimated and institutionalised 
within the academy is deftly deconstructed by Tania Saeed in her chap-
ter, ‘Islamophobia in Higher Education’ (see Chapter 13). Universities 
are now tasked under the law to ‘prevent’ the radicalisation of ‘vulner-
able’ young Muslims, and are bound by a statutory responsibility to 
inform on would-be terrorists. However, the welfare services in univer-
sities set up to support and monitor young Muslim men and women 
‘vulnerable’ to Islamophobia are failing to provide an adequate service. 
Saeed’s research asks, ‘how can universities create an atmosphere of no 
tolerance against Islamophobia that the students trust?’ One solution is 
to build the capacity of existing welfare officers to reach out and com-
municate with Muslims including protecting Hindus and Sikhs who are 
also attacked for being Muslim in the hysterical climate of state sanc-
tioned Islamophobia.

Seize the Day! The Irresistible Rise 
of Decolonising Movements

Decolonising higher education, as Bhambra (2007: 872) observes, is a 
‘postcolonial thought-revolution’ that unsettles and reconstitutes stand-
ard processes of knowledge production’. From the dominant western 
narratives of European modernity at the heart of the academy’s ‘hid-
den curriculum’, to the material manifestation of imperial and colonial 
legacies embodied in the statues and buildings that celebrate this racist 
violent past, we find a new generation of scholars calling for decolonial 
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dialogues ‘that offer the possibility of a new geopolitics of knowledge’ 
(Bhambra 2014: 120; Khan 2015b). Histories of decolonising move-
ments which aim to decentre the dominance of the Western canon of 
European thought are rooted in a long history for racial justice that 
reaches back to the early twentieth century when Black and Asian 
anti-colonial and liberation scholars in India and Africa began their 
intellectual struggle for freedom and independence from British impe-
rial rule. Scholars such as John La Rose, Franz Fanon, and Una Marson 
championed Marcus Garvey’s call to ‘free the mind from mental slav-
ery’, as immortalised in the well-beloved lyrics of the late great Bob 
Marley. What is striking now, in the technological age of social media, 
is the virulent and hostile exchanges that characterises the White estab-
lishment’s backlash against students of colour who challenge the dom-
inant narrative of the centrality of European modernity (Gopal 2017). 
The battle ground for a more open political and culturally representative 
curriculum and safe spaces to work this out are ridiculed as ‘politically 
correct’, a fundamental threat to liberal democracy, and an affront to the 
sanctity of (white) ‘freedom and speech’ (Ahmed 2015). What is clear 
from the debates recorded in the chapters here, is that the decolonis-
ing movement represents a ‘tipping point’, marking a fundamental shift 
in global power relations, in which the old colonial regimes of the fad-
ing metropole—characterised by class elitism and white supremacy, are 
being challenged by the ‘irresistible’ demands of a new tech savvy multi-
cultural generation of international students (Caluya et al. 2011). With 
their thirst for new ways of thinking to ‘feed and free’ their minds they 
will vote for the best university to serve their needs …with their feet!

Michael Peters, in his chapter, ‘Why Is My Curriculum White?’ (see 
Chapter 14). Makes the point that the campaign to counter the nar-
row-mindedness of university courses is gathering pace because students 
demand disciplines such as Philosophy should investigate all human exist-
ence. Indeed, the University College London ( UCL) student campaign, 
Why is My Curriculum White? Does not simply dismiss white, western, or 
male thinking simply on the premises that it is white, western, or male, 
but suggests it should embrace modern inclusive philosophical concepts 
of personhood, human rights, justice and modernity which are deeply 
shaped by ‘race’. This inclusive and intellectually curious approach Peters 
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advocates, has its roots in the long arc of anti-colonial and decolonial his-
tory. In a scholarly analysis originating with the Negritude movement in 
the 1930s, he incisively charts the impact of Black radical thought from 
the Civil Rights and Black Studies movement in the 1960s, to the more 
recent academic movements of critical race theory and anti-racism in 
1980s and 1990s. Ultimately, Peters asks if the tradition of ‘white male 
and pale Philosophy’ to which he belongs has the capacity to acknowledge 
the racism that informs the root of the discipline. As a teacher and activ-
ist, his answer is one of enduring hope that it can.

The story of hope and belief in a better world underscores Kehinde 
Andrews’ passionate contribution in this chapter, ‘The Black Studies 
Movement in Britain’ (see Chapter 15). The exclusion of whole swathes 
of legitimate ‘Black knowledge’ from the curriculum constitutes a cri-
sis in British higher education. In his support for the radical statement, 
‘the university is not racist—the university is racism’, Andrews alludes 
to the fact that the very structures and systems within the university are 
designed to reproduce the white privileged elite. Given its history, it is a 
myth to ever presume the university could ever be progressive, and we 
should expect nothing other than racism from the academy. As he states, 
‘If university is the disease, then it cannot be the cure’. Drawing on 
Malcom X and the Black Studies movement in the USA, Andrews vision 
is for the liberation of people of African descent through revolutionary 
education, in which history, literature, and mathematics are taught as 
instruments for change. The strength and legitimacy of Black Studies is 
that it is embedded in grassroots local communities from which Black 
intellectuals organically emerge. Racial justice and true democratisation 
cannot be top down, it must be ‘by the people for the people’.

In his evocative and moving chapter, ‘Free, Decolonised Education’ 
(see Chapter 16), Adam Elliot-Cooper weaves a powerful personal tale 
of his journey to South Africa in the wake of the 2015 Rhodes Must Fall 
students uprising. From the grand white-washed buildings now covered 
in Black power graffiti, he reflects on the student campaign that success-
fully brought down the statue of the vile racist British colonialist Cecil 
Rhodes. The statue was symbolic of the imperial logic of white privilege 
that still dominates the South African higher education system 25 years 
after the collapse of the reign of terror that was Apartheid. What Elliot-
Cooper observes is the spontaneous power of such movements to spread 
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like a flame to the metropole of Oxford and London where students 
also rose up in the university colleges of SOAS and UCL (Emejulu 
2017a). In conclusion Elliot-Cooper asks what can those of us in the 
old centre of Empire do to ensure that our academic work, forged in 
imperial disciplines such as Geography, do to dismantle colonialism and 
its legacies. He gives us much food for thought.

Anuradha Henriques and Lina Abushouk share a fascinating 
account their engagement in the decolonial student movement in 
their chapter, ‘Decolonising Oxford’ (see Chapter 17). As they point 
out the #ITooAmOxford campaign, the magazine, Skin Deep and the 
#RhodesMustFall Oxford (RMFO ) movement, like the student activism of 
their eminent Oxford predecessor, the late great Black British social theo-
rist Stuart Hall, are all political interventions that emerged at a particular 
historical conjuncture. It is the organic coming together of politics, his-
tory and technology, ignited by the spark of decolonial student activism 
in America and South Africa, that created the moment for their activism 
to emerge. Henriques and Abushouk call for students to overcome apathy 
and docility in the neoliberal university, and link together in global solidar-
ity to decolonise the academy from within, is a powerful call to arms.

Brick Walls and Tick-Boxes: The ‘White-Washing’ 
of Equality and Diversity Policies

In her opening, searing and eloquent statement that defines this book, 
Audrey Lorde invites us to consider the racialised consequences of the 
bureaucratic ‘diversity industry’ that has burgeoned in the academy 
despite persistent racial inequality. In this final section the authors col-
lectively unmask the ways in which the huge swathes of equality pol-
icies and diversity practices effectively function as the ‘master’s tools’. 
Equality and diversity documents that circulate from the boardroom to 
the classroom constitute ‘non-performative’ institutional ‘speech acts’ 
in which simply having a good race equality policy gets translated into 
being good at race equality (Ahmed 2012). Thus we find in the ‘master’s 
house’ saying you are for equality, becomes as good as doing equality, 
which explains why, when it comes to policy solutions, ‘the more things 
change the more they stay the same! ’
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In her chapter, ‘The Heart of Whiteness’ (see Chapter 18), Nicola 
Rollock empathically uses CRT to illuminate exactly how these bureau-
cratic racist technologies of concealment operate. Drawing on her per-
sonal account as a woman of colour she finds she is seldom the author of 
her own destiny on the academic stage. That power remains the  privileged 
domain of White male and female academics who police and control 
academic spaces. Much of their power lies in the subtlety of everyday 
racial microaggressions, such as when she was cynically told by a senior 
white female colleague, ‘it would be so different if you were in charge’, 
which put her in her place and serves to remind her that she is less than 
white. In assessing applications for the rigorous Race Equality Charter, of 
which she is a Patron, Rollock observes the few successful institutions are 
the ones where whites are cognisant of their actions and racial justice is 
named, embedded and enacted within the normality of institutional life.

In her chapter, ‘Rocking the Boat’ (see Chapter 19), Sara Ahmed 
skilfully and poetically explains why women of colour tend to be seen 
as diversity workers or end up becoming diversity workers in universi-
ties. Those who do not quite inhabit the norms of an institution are 
often given the task of transforming these norms, and find themselves 
relegated to diversity committees or equality task forces to do so. This 
knowing act of strategic ‘tick box inclusion’ creates the appearance of 
an institution being a place of ‘happy diversity’. However, for women of 
colour being a ‘happy symbol of diversity’ is hard work, and they find 
themselves caught between ‘not rocking the boat’ or banging their head 
against institutional ‘brick walls’ if they the challenge the entrenched 
institutional systems of racist and sexist collusion. To complain, show 
anger, or dissent is a dangerous business, and many have to leave their 
universities to survive, as indeed Ahmed had to do. Resignation under 
these conditions is a powerful act of resistance, dignity and voice.

With the gaze firmly on the bodies of Black and brown people in the 
‘equality game’, you may well ask, what does senior white leadership have 
to do with it? Well everything as Uvanney Maylor sensitively explores in  
her chapter, ‘Educational Leadership for Social Justice’ (see Chapter 20). 
In recounting the shocking lack of respect displayed towards her by a 
White male governor who blurts out, ‘you don’t look like a Professor’, 
she is prompted to ask if he or the senior governance team have ever 
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received any race equality training? If this is still the face of elite white 
patriarchal leadership in higher education today, the question is how can 
we ever achieve a model of social justice in higher education that speaks 
to issues of fairness and representation? For Maylor true social justice 
means valuing and promoting the leadership capabilities of Black staff 
such that they become ‘part of the fabric’ of what higher education insti-
tutions can and should be.

However, as Penny Jane Burke, explains, higher education as a vehi-
cle for social justice will remain an elusive vision if the fundamental 
excluding processes of racist misrecognition and redistribution are not 
tackled. In her theoretically rich chapter, ‘Trans/forming Pedagogical 
Spaces’ (see Chapter 21), Burke explains, misrecognition is a form 
of symbolic violence in which only certain persons are seen as ‘wor-
thy’ and authentic university participants. Although there are impor-
tant differences between groups targeted by higher education policies 
to Widen Participation, such as ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’, ‘Low 
Socio-economic Groups’, ‘Mature’, ‘Part-time’, and ‘Students with 
Disabilities, these homogenising policy categorisations often perpetuate 
a pathologising neo-colonial gaze. Thus, as Burke concludes policy and 
practice to tackle institutional racism must be fine-tuned to the intersec-
tional formations of difference within and across different communities 
if universities are to provide genuine opportunities for social mobility 
through policies of Widening Participation.

It is fitting that the last word in this collection should be given to one 
of our leading policy makers in the field of Race Equality in higher edu-
cation. Gary Loke, in his summation of the collection, ‘So What Next? A 
Policy Response’ (see Chapter 22), observes three outstanding things that 
define this moment in race equality in higher education. First, is the com-
plexity of definitions and inequalities—from what we mean by ‘White’ 
in the context of class differences, to what constitutes the category BME 
and the important ethnic and class and gender differences within these 
groups. This complexity, he suggests, calls for a more nuanced approach 
to equality. Secondly, Loke observes institutional racism is still endemic. 
This is evidenced among other things by the lack of progression for 
Black academics and the exclusion of students of colour from elite uni-
versities. Third, policy initiatives such as the Race Equality Charter, 
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which he champions, provides a hopeful horizon to hold universities to 
task. However, given the Government’s retraction of the monitoring and 
accountability powers enshrined in the Equality Act, there still appears to 
be few carrots and no sticks left to beat the HE sector with!

Conclusion: ‘What Then, Can Be Done?’

In reviewing the incontrovertible evidence amassed in this book on the 
shocking state of racial inequality in our British universities, we return 
to Lammy’s lament, ‘What then, can be done?’

The launch of this Collection represents an important moment of 
critical intervention into the wider debates concerning the future of 
the Higher Education sector in Britain. 50 years on from the progres-
sive twentieth century reforms to expand higher education, the birth 
of the concept institutional racism, and the landmark civil rights and 
Race Equality legislation in Britain and America, we find ourselves at a 
moment of consolidation and reflection.

The chapters in the book document the scale of ‘What’s to be done’. 
We see how the entrenched mechanisms of institutional racism, from 
the overt admission processes, to covert everyday microaggressions 
operate to keep the academy an enclave of white privilege. We disman-
tle the ruse of equality and diversity policies which have become no 
more than a sham, a slick bureaucratic performance which contains the 
problem, but leaves the rot. We hear the voices of students and schol-
ars who speak back to these institutions of higher learning with their 
revolutionary calls to decolonise the still impenetrable hub of imperial 
white knowledge production—and like them, we ask not ‘What’s to be 
done’—but ‘How can we do it?’

In looking towards the future, we would argue a key starting point 
for those who are committed to social justice and racial equality in the 
academy is to not ask, ‘What then, can be done?’, but rather ‘What’s the 
nature of changing terrain on which we struggle? ’. Over the past 15 years 
we have witnessed a revolution in the marketisation of the knowledge 
economy, culminating in the 2017 Higher Education and Research Act. 
No longer are Universities semi-autonomous institutions of scholarly 
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pursuit. They now are expected to behave like business enterprises, 
operating in a highly regulated but competitive commercial marketplace 
(Collini 2017; Emejulu 2017b). This complete neoliberal transforma-
tion of the Academy has huge implications for Black and Minority 
Ethnic students, staff and service workers, given the already exclusionary 
racist institutional practices that remain at the sectors core. Vulnerable 
BME students indebted by the burden of high fees and exposed to the 
open market of ‘choice’ are now expected to put their faith and futures 
in the dubious mechanisms of ‘student satisfaction’ that drives the 
Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) and the controversial quango, 
the ‘Office for Students’ who will regulate it. In this ‘brave new world’ 
of profit and privilege, Black and Minority Ethnic early career academ-
ics are faced with the precarity of teaching-only or short-term contracts 
and find themselves increasingly casualised, deskilled and disposable in 
the competitive world of ‘League tables’ and the brutal funding met-
rics of the Research Excellence Framework (REF). In this new terrain 
of struggle ‘dismantling the masters house’, as it is being systematically 
rebuilt will shape our challenge ahead. Armed with the contents of this 
book we at least have a head start!
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Introduction

What initially prompted me to address the issue of race and higher 
education was the murder of a young Black man, Stephen Lawrence  
in 1993 because of the colour of his skin. The subsequent flawed 
police investigation eventually led to an official inquiry chaired by Sir 
William Macpherson. The report published in 1999 was extraordinarily 
 damning: ‘The [police] investigation was marred by a combination of 
professional incompetence, institutional racism and a failure of leader-
ship by senior officers’ (Macpherson 1999: para 46.1). And the polit-
ical response, as exemplified by the Home Secretary’s response to the 
report, was equally forthright: ‘In my view, any long-established, white- 
dominated organisation is liable to have procedures, practices and a cul-
ture that tend to exclude or to disadvantage non-white people’ (Hansard 
1999: col 391).
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The acceptance by a senior judge and leading Minister of the charge 
of institutional racism was unprecedented and inaugurated what I have 
labelled ‘a radical hour’ when the state seemed to be serious about pro-
moting race equality (Pilkington 2014).

Prior to the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry, very little attention was paid 
to race and ethnicity in relation to higher education in the UK (Neal 
1998; Law et al. 2004; Pilkington 2011). As one writer puts it, ‘The uni-
versity sector… remained relatively insulated from other policy develop-
ments in councils, schools, the health service and the police with regards 
to challenging racism and promoting ethnic and cultural diversity’ (Law 
2003: 519). Such detachment was also evident in research where ‘in con-
trast to the large amount of work on race and schooling in Britain, rel-
atively little [had] been written on “race” and higher education’ (Jacobs 
and Hai 2002: 171). The advent of the Labour government in 1997 and 
the subsequent publication of the Macpherson report provided a jolt to 
the sector. Renewed impetus was given to equality initiatives and the 
limitations of equal opportunity policies in generating cultural change 
and combating racial disadvantage were more widely recognised.

This chapter surveys the two decades since 1997 to examine how 
the higher education sector in general and one university in particular 
has addressed race and ethnicity. It will draw upon a growing research 
literature to evaluate the major policy initiatives. I shall argue that the 
salience of race equality which rose dramatically in the aftermath of the 
publication of the Macpherson report, and the government’s response 
to it, has not been sustained. While new policy initiatives periodically 
emerge, what is remarkable in my view is the failure of the higher edu-
cation sector in the last twenty years to transform the experience of 
Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) staff and students. Racial disadvan-
tage remains stubbornly persistent, as we shall see.

The Increasing Salience of Race Equality

For a brief period in the first few years of the new millennium, the state 
exerted considerable pressure on universities to address race equality. 
Two issues in particular were highlighted in major research publications. 
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The first related to staffing. A report published a few months after the 
Macpherson report in June 1999, pointed to disadvantages experienced 
by academic staff from minority ethnic groups (Carter et al. 1999). The 
disadvantages related to recruitment, employment status and career pro-
gression, with some BME staff reporting experiences of racial discrimi-
nation and harassment. A few years later, another major study pointed 
to disadvantages experienced by BME students. The latter were less 
likely to be found in old universities, more likely to drop out, less likely 
to be awarded good honours degrees and more likely to do less well in 
the labour market (Connor et al. 2004).

Acknowledging these to be the central issues in higher education 
pertaining to race, the state cajoled universities to address race equal-
ity through two strategies for higher education, notably those concerned 
with widening participation and human resources. The first sought to 
promote equality and diversity in the student body, while the second 
was concerned with promoting equal opportunities in staffing. While 
the specific mechanisms employed to promote widening participation 
and equal opportunities have changed over time, the annual funding 
letters from the government to the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England (HEFCE) reveal that these remain government ‘priorities’ 
(HEFCE 2016a). In addition to these colour blind strategies, the state 
also for a period required universities along with other public organisa-
tions to develop race equality policies and action plans following new 
race relations legislation in 2000.

How successful were these colour blind strategies in promoting race 
equality? However effective these strategies may have been in relation 
to other equality strands, they do not seem to have made significant 
inroads in combating race inequality.

The primary concern of widening participation strategies is social 
class. The result is that the needs of BME students have been of mar-
ginal concern to policy makers (Aimhigher 2006). The focus of policy 
on admissions to the sector as a whole glossed over the differentiated 
nature of the higher education sector and overlooked the different rates 
of return from gaining access to higher education (Reay et al. 2005). In 
particular it failed to address the fact that BME students, though well 
represented in the sector as a whole, are underrepresented in the more 
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prestigious institutions and continue to be less likely than White stu-
dents to gain good honours degrees. A study exploring in depth widen-
ing participation initiatives indicates ‘that the sector generally prioritises 
pre-entry and access initiatives at the expense of interventions once stu-
dents have entered HE’ (Thomas et al. 2005: 193). This finding is sig-
nificant and has adverse consequences for minority ethnic groups who 
are more likely to gain access to the sector but disproportionately face 
problems in succeeding.

Turning to strategies promoting equal opportunities, a series of audits 
reveal significant lacunae. One reveals that many key staff do not believe 
in the importance of EO (HEFCE 2005a), while other research indi-
cates that many staff are in fact highly sceptical of the efficacy of equal 
opportunities policies (Deem et al. 2005). Furthermore, analysis of uni-
versity equal opportunities strategies identifies significant deficiencies in 
monitoring (HEFCE 2002/14: para 143 in HEFCE 2007) and in tar-
get setting (HEFCE 2003/37: para 27 in HEFCE 2007). Since it has 
been widely recognised for a long time that an organisation intent on 
preventing or detecting racial discrimination needs to undertake both 
‘ethnic monitoring and the setting of targets’ (Sanders 1998: 38), the 
evidence pointing to failures in data gathering and target setting sug-
gest that many HEIs have not taken equal opportunities policies seri-
ously, at least when it comes to race. This suggestion is confirmed by 
official evaluations of human resources strategies which indicate that the 
implementation of equal opportunities strategies continued to exhibit a 
greater concern with gender than race issues (HEFCE 2005b). Previous 
research had indicated that equal opportunities policies in higher edu-
cation tend to focus on gender rather than race (Neal 1998; Law et al. 
2004). The evidence above that the implementation of equal opportu-
nities strategies entailed a greater concern with gender than race issues 
suggests that this prioritisation persists.

Let us turn to an approach that is explicitly concerned with race. The 
government’s major response to the Macpherson report was a legislative 
initiative, the Race Relations (Amendment) Act (RRAA), 2000. The Act 
extended the scope of the 1976 Race Relations Act by covering pub-
lic bodies which had been previously exempt and making it unlawful 
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for public authorities to discriminate in carrying out any of their 
 functions. While this Act, like previous race relations legislation, pro-
hibited unlawful discrimination, a new approach was also evident. For 
the first time, a general statutory duty was placed on all public authori-
ties, and specific duties on some authorities, to eliminate racial discrim-
ination (including indirect discrimination), promote good race relations 
and facilitate equality of opportunity. The Act gave the Commission for 
Racial Equality (CRE) the power to develop a statutory code of prac-
tice and provide guidance to public authorities on how to meet the gen-
eral duty and any specific duties introduced by the Home Secretary. By 
enjoining public bodies in this way to develop policies and plans which 
promote racial equality, the RRAA adopted a very different approach to 
that embodied in previous race relations legislation: public authorities 
were now being required to take a pro-active stance to racial equality 
and thus take the lead in eliminating racial discrimination, promoting 
good race relations and facilitating equal opportunities.

While the colour blind strategies were not very successful in pro-
moting race equality, the race relations legislation introduced in 2000 
proved more effective, at least for a time. Under RRAA, universities 
were obliged to develop race equality policies and action plans by May 
2002. These policies and action plans needed to meet both the general 
and specific duties laid down by the legislation. The specific duties for 
HEIs were:

• Prepare and maintain a written race equality policy and implementa-
tion plan;

• Within the policy and plan assess the impact of institutional policies 
on staff and students from different racial groups;

• Within the policy and plan monitor the applications, admissions and 
progression of students;

• Within the policy and plan monitor the recruitment and develop-
ment of staff;

• Within the policy and plan set out arrangements for publishing the 
race equality policy and the results of monitoring impact assessments 
and reviews.
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What is interesting about these specific duties is what they  prioritise. 
They do not, unlike the Anti-Racist Toolkit produced by Leeds 
University (Turney et al. 2002), focus on teaching and research, but on 
widening participation and equal opportunities (Sharma 2004). The 
colour blind widening participation and equal opportunity policies may 
have, as we have seen, bypassed minorities, but targeted policies it was 
hoped would make a difference.

University race equality policies and action plans were subsequently 
audited in 2003 and 2004. While the initial audit found more than a 
third of higher education institutions (HEIs) had not satisfactorily met 
their statutory obligations (John 2003), subsequent audits were more 
upbeat and pointed to the considerable progress travelled by the major-
ity of HEIs (OPM 2004a, b). Given that a report published a mere 
5 years earlier indicated that only a few HEIs had a race equality pol-
icy at all, such an upbeat position is understandable. However, it should 
be noted that these audits were desk based and that the reality on the 
ground might be very different.

So what can we provisionally conclude? Colour blind government 
strategies to widen participation and promote equal opportunities seem 
to have had minimal impact in combating race inequality in the period 
that we have examined. By contrast, the more targeted RRAA seems to 
have had more impact, at least in the sense of generating race equality 
policies and plans.

We need to be circumspect, however. Even when legislation had 
insisted on the production of race equality policies and action plans and 
guidance had been provided to aid the production process, the requi-
site policies and action plans were often initially lacking, and significant 
pressure had to be exerted to ensure minimal compliance (John 2003). 
What is more, when (some of ) those institutions that had produced 
exemplary policies were followed up eighteen months to two years later, 
those Institutions had generally done very little to translate their first 
class policy into meaningful action (John 2005: 593–594). The reviews 
that we have drawn upon here have perforce been focused on docu-
ments but there is a danger of being too reliant on documents. This is 
that we confuse what is written in strategic and policy documents with 
what actually happens in institutions. Since strategic and policy doc-
uments often serve as the public face of the university, an inordinate 
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amount of time can go into getting them just right. This can mean that 
writing documents and having good policies becomes a substitute for 
action: as an interviewee in one study (Ahmed 2012) puts it, “you end 
up doing the document rather than doing the doing” (Ahmed 2007).

Conscious of the dangers of reliance on official documents, I con-
ducted an ethnographic investigation of one university in the decade 
following the publication of the Macpherson report (Pilkington 2011). 
A colleague has subsequently extended the investigation to 2013 (Crofts 
2013). The university is a new university in Central England and will be 
identified as Midshire University.

What is immediately apparent is that at different times more or less 
attention has been placed on race equality. At certain points, the uni-
versity has made a serious effort to address the issue of race equality. At 
other times, the issue has not been on the institution’s radar. The devel-
opment of equal opportunity policies from 1989 onwards eventually 
led to the development of action plans for different strands of equal-
ity. A race equality plan was devised between 1992 and 1994. This was 
updated and launched in 1996 and can be considered to be a relatively 
advanced policy at this time. Within an extraordinarily short time, how-
ever, the policy had been forgotten. Indeed the subsequent requirement 
under the RRAA to develop by May 2002 a race equality policy and 
action plan was not appropriately met. The university was subsequently 
required to resubmit its policy and action plan to HEFCE within a lim-
ited time period. This provided an opportunity for race equality cham-
pions within the university to develop a robust policy and action plan 
and persuade senior management to put in place appropriate resources 
to support the policy and plan. It is noteworthy that what prompted the 
recovery was not the race relations legislation per se but the independ-
ent review which indicated the university was non-compliant.

Race equality subsequently had a higher priority within the univer-
sity. New governance arrangements and the arrival of two equality and 
diversity officers in 2004 subsequently gave equality and diversity gen-
erally and race in particular a higher profile. And there is no doubt that 
for some years significant progress was made. The conditions facilitating 
this included (for a period) external pressure on the university, support 
from some key senior staff and the presence of highly effective equality 
and diversity officers.
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The Declining Salience of Race Equality

The middle of the first decade of the new millennium represented 
the university’s high point in terms of addressing race equality. Since 
then external pressure from the government has ineluctably declined 
(Feldman 2012). Although lip service continues to be paid in govern-
ment pronouncements and some strategies to race equality and ethnic 
diversity, other government agendas prompted by concerns over increas-
ing net migration, disorder and terrorism subsequently marginalised 
one concerned with race equality. This is evident in relation to the way 
new legislation introduced by the Labour government in 2010 has been 
subsequently implemented.

The Equality Act 2010 extended the general duties (now labelled 
the public sector equality duty), initially identified in the race rela-
tions legislation, to different strands of equality, with the Equality  
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), a body that had been set 
up earlier to replace a series of bodies focused on distinct strands of 
equality, being charged with having an enforcement role. Over time, 
however, and especially since the Coalition government (2010) and 
 subsequent Conservative government (2015) took power, the require-
ments embodied in the legislation have been eroded. Thus the specific 
duties, enshrined in statutory codes of practice, including the require-
ment to have in place an equality action plan and conduct equality 
impact assessments have been replaced by the need, on which there is 
merely guidance, to publish limited data and set one or more objectives. 
And at the same time, the red tape challenge and the significant cut in 
funding for the EHRC signal that racial equality is sliding down the 
government’s agenda.

The Periodic Emergence in Policy Discourse 
of Race Equality

Inevitably I have been constructing a narrative in this chapter and it is 
a narrative that seeks to present a coherent story. Race equality and eth-
nic diversity have been deprioritised as other governmental agendas rise  
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to prominence. In the process the external pressure on the university 
sector has waned with the result that there is a very real danger that the 
gains that have been made will not be maintained let alone built upon. 
It is important, however, not to overstate my case or assume complete 
consistency in the government’s approach. What should be noted in 
this context is the continuing concern of some parts of the machinery 
of government with racial equality throughout the period I have been 
discussing.

A seeming case in point is the Ethnicity and Degree Attainment Project. 
This arose out of the findings of a research study published in January, 
2007 which demonstrated that, even after controlling for a plethora of 
contributory factors, minority ethnic status generally had an adverse 
effect on degree attainment (Broecke and Nicholls 2007). The find-
ings prompted the Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills 
(DIUS) and the English and Welsh funding councils to commission 
the Higher Education Academy and Equality Challenge Unit to under-
take a project to explore possible causes and practical responses. The 
project culminated in a report that was launched at a conference in 
January, 2008. On possible causes, the report concluded: ‘The causes 
of degree attainment variation…were found to be unlikely to be reduc-
ible to single, knowable factors’ and on practical responses, the report 
made two key recommendations: ‘There is a need to ensure that the 
valuable information gained from data sources…are used as a means of 
reflective institutional analysis and action planning’ and ‘HEIs need to 
implement systems that can evaluate, review and design teaching, learn-
ing and assessment activities in light of data on degree attainment var-
iation’ (Higher Education Academy 2008: 3–4). What was disturbing 
as an attendee at the conference was the sense of déjà vu. The audience 
comprised of academics rather than administrators, but the key recom-
mendations and much of the discussion were not dissimilar to those 
at conferences six years earlier designed to prepare universities to meet 
their duties under the RRAA. While the report itself does acknowledge 
that ‘higher education institutions are legally required to gather data…
and then take action against any adverse findings’ (Higher Education 
Academy 2008: 13), the recommendations were presented to the confer-
ence as though they were new. It is both remarkable and revealing how 
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quickly previous initiatives had been forgotten. It is remarkable because 
of the short time that had elapsed since universities were required to 
demonstrate how they were meeting the specific duty ‘to monitor the 
applications, admissions and progression of students by racial group’. 
It is revealing because it raises serious doubts about whether the sector 
is any longer under pressure to take race seriously and, in the seeming 
absence of such pressure, whether it is likely to take any sustained action 
to promote race equality and ethnic diversity. In this context it is reveal-
ing to note that less than half the access agreements, which universities 
are obliged to produce for formal approval by the Office for Fair Access, 
‘address the persistent gap in attainment rates for students from different 
ethnic minority groups’ and this despite the fact that this issue is sup-
posedly central to ‘the national strategy for access and student success’ 
(OFFA 2016: 3). It is difficult not to conclude that this episode exempli-
fies lip service being paid to racial equality and ethnic diversity.

This judgement is confirmed in my view by successive funding letters 
from the government to HEFCE (2016a) which consistently identify 
widening participation as a priority but at the same time periodically 
acknowledge the continuing failure of elite universities to increase sig-
nificantly their enrolment of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
The government’s most recent proposal to improve opportunities for 
students from disadvantaged groups (which it is recognised incorporate 
many BME groups) is contained in the HE White paper (DfBIS 2016). 
The emphasis yet again is on the obligation for HEIs to publish data! 
As the ECU (2016) optimistically puts it, ‘HEIs will be required to 
publish data on application, offer and progression by ethnicity, gender 
and socioeconomic background. Provision of this information, along 
with overall participation rates, continuation rates, degree attainment 
and outcome and employment outcomes will help the sector to under-
stand the barriers that exist—and put in place measures to overcome 
disadvantage’. While it would be an exaggeration to say that equality 
and diversity, and concomitantly race equality and ethnic diversity, 
have completely disappeared as policy objectives, the contrast between 
the policy initiatives at the beginning of the century which demanded 
the production of action plans and this latest initiative which merely 
‘nudge[s] universities into making the right choices and reaching out in 
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the right ways’ as part of ‘our ambitious (sic) “2020 agenda” for BME 
communities’ (Cameron 2016: 2–3) could not be more palpable.

The consequence of the declining salience of race equality in govern-
ment pronouncements and the decreasing pressure on universities to 
promote race equality has been felt graphically at Midshire University. 
At the university, this initially entailed increasing resistance to an equal-
ity and diversity agenda, but eventually led to the disappearance of any 
dedicated committees or equality and diversity officers (Crofts 2013). 
This development was justified in terms of mainstreaming but has in 
fact entailed a reversal of the progress made in the preceding years to 
meet the general and specific duties of the race relations legislation.

What is remarkable is that at the same time, evidence of racial dis-
advantage remains stubbornly persistent. In my study, I found the fol-
lowing: persistent ethnic differentials in the student experience that 
adversely impact on BME students and point to possible indirect dis-
crimination; ethnic differentials in staff recruitment that adversely 
impact on Black and Asian applicants and point to possible indirect dis-
crimination; (some) minority ethnic staff subject to racism and (some) 
White staff cynical about political correctness; an overwhelmingly White 
senior staff team, with no evident efforts to transform this situation; low 
priority given to the implementation of a race equality action plan; few 
staff skilled in intercultural issues; many staff not trained in equality and 
diversity; and few efforts made to consult Black and Asian communities.

We cannot of course generalise from this case study to the sector as a 
whole. Nonetheless, what we have found at Midshire University resonates 
with findings elsewhere (Turney et al. 2002; Bhattacharya 2002; Major 
2002; Bhopal 2016) and points to what one author has called ‘the sheer 
weight of Whiteness’ (Back 2004: 1). It is impossible to comprehend the 
persistence of racial disadvantage and the failure to combat this without 
recognising ‘how deeply rooted Whiteness is throughout the … system’ 
(Gillborn 2008: 9). While minority ethnic staff are typically conscious of 
this, often for White staff (including White researchers) ‘… the Whiteness 
of the institution goes unnoticed and is rationalised into a day-to-day per-
ception of normality’ (Law et al. 2004: 97). It is crucial therefore that we 
are reflexive and do not let ‘the “whiteness” of the academy ….go unno-
ticed and uncommented’ (Clegg et al. 2003: 164; Frankenberg 2004).
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Continuing Racial Disadvantage in the HE 
Sector: BME Staff and Students

Research continues to demonstrate that individuals from minority 
ethnic communities disproportionately experience adverse outcomes 
(Grove 2015). While there is some variability by ethnic group since 
BMEs are by no means a homogeneous category, BME staff and stu-
dents experience considerable disadvantage. BME academic staff are 
more likely to be on fixed term contracts, continue to experience signif-
icant disadvantage in career progression, especially in gaining access to 
the senior ranks of university management, and there remains an eth-
nic pay gap virtually 2 decades after the publication of the Macpherson 
report (Leathwood et al. 2009; ECU 2011; Ratcliffe and Shaw 2014). 
Indeed a recent report based on interviews with BME staff is sceptical 
that much has changed in the last 20 years: the vast majority continue 
to experience subtle racism and feel outsiders in the White space of the 
Academy (Bhopal 2016). Meanwhile BME students continue to be less 
likely to be enrolled at elite universities (UCAS 2016) and awarded 
good honours degrees even when prior attainment and socio-economic 
status have been taken into account (Broeke and Nicholls 2007; HEA 
2008), and to experience lower retention rates and progression rates 
from undergraduate study to both employment and postgraduate study 
(OFFA 2016; HEFCE 2016b). In this context it is not altogether sur-
prising that they express significantly less satisfaction with their univer-
sity experience (Havergal 2016). And yet, despite this evidence of the 
remarkable persistence in racial disadvantage, universities are extraordi-
narily complacent.

Legislation and Equality

This complacency partly stems from the dominance in the academy and 
much of society of a liberal perspective on equality. We can distinguish 
two broad perspectives on equality—liberal and radical. The first is con-
cerned to promote fair or like treatment and to this end seeks to devise 
‘fair procedures ’ so that everybody, regardless of race, receives the same 
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treatment and ‘justice is seen to be done’ (Noon and Blyton 1997: 177). 
The emphasis in this approach is upon sanctions against any form of 
racially discriminatory behaviour. The second ‘represents a more radical 
approach since it suggests that policy makers should be concerned with 
the outcome, rather than the process, and should therefore be seeking 
to ensure a fair distribution of rewards ’ (Noon and Blyton 1997: 182). 
To treat everybody the same is, in this view, to ignore pertinent differ-
ences between people and does little to eradicate disadvantage which 
stems from discrimination in the past and current institutional practices 
which result in indirect discrimination. To ensure fair outcomes—such 
as an ethnically balanced workforce—what are needed are not merely 
sanctions against racial discrimination but measures which entail posi-
tive discrimination i.e. preferential treatment of disadvantaged groups.

The liberal perspective has primarily informed legislation and poli-
cies in the UK. Take the 1976 Race Relations Act. The emphasis was on 
like treatment, with the law enabling sanctions to be deployed against 
those found to be guilty of racial discrimination. Positive discrimina-
tion was not permitted and the ‘overall thrust was individualist’ with the 
legal process demanding proof that ‘individual members of racial groups 
[had] suffered discrimination’ before racial discrimination could be 
established and sanctions deployed (Pilkington 2011: 66). Nonetheless, 
the Act did move beyond like treatment in two respects. Firstly, the rec-
ognition that discrimination took indirect forms entailed an acknowl-
edgement that practices, which treated people in the same way, could 
disproportionately and adversely effect some groups more than oth-
ers. Secondly, organisations were encouraged under the Act to counter 
the effects of past discrimination and redress the under representation 
of minority groups by developing positive action programmes. The 
rationale for such programmes, which included targeted advertising 
campaigns and training courses, was ‘to encourage the previously dis-
advantaged to the starting gate for jobs, promotion and other oppor-
tunities’ (Blakemore and Drake 1996: 12). Once at the starting gate, 
however, and in contrast to the situation which prevailed in the United 
States from the mid 1960s to (at least) the late 1980s and has developed 
in Northern Ireland since 1989 (Noon and Blyton 1997), no preferen-
tial treatment was permitted and legally enforceable quotas for disad-
vantaged groups were expressly disallowed.
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The government’s major response to the Macpherson report was, as 
we have argued above, a legislative initiative, the RRAA, 2000. While 
this Act, like previous race relations legislation, was partly informed 
by the liberal perspective and thus prohibited unlawful discrimina-
tion, the Act was also informed by the radical perspective and adopted 
an approach that required public bodies to take the lead in eliminat-
ing racial discrimination, promoting good race relations and facili-
tating equal opportunities. To this end universities were required to 
produce race equality action plans in order to facilitate fair outcomes. 
Unfortunately, many of the key players in the university sector adopt 
a liberal perspective on equality and believe fair procedures are what 
is important (Deem et al. 2005; Crofts 2013). They see themselves as 
liberal and believe existing policies ensure fairness and in the process 
ignore adverse outcomes and do not see combating racial/ethnic ine-
qualities as a priority. This points in my view to the sheer weight of 
whiteness (if not institutional racism) which will remain intact unless 
significant pressure is placed on universities to change.

What Is to Be Done?

Universities will not be able to promote race equality and combat the 
adverse outcomes faced by BME staff and students unless they see it 
as their responsibility to take ameliorative action. No truck should be 
given to a deficit model which explains away the racial disadvantage 
faced by BME staff and students evidenced above. While there may be 
no easy answers, the key starting point is for universities to ask what 
they can do to ensure more equitable outcomes. Do we have forums 
which enable us effectively to consult with BME staff and students? 
What measures need to be taken to ensure diversity in leadership? Are 
there unconscious biases in selection and promotion boards at play 
which need to be dismantled? And so on.

We can distinguish two ideal typical approaches.
The first is sceptical as to whether universities will as a matter of course 

promote race equality and ethnic diversity. External pressure in this view 
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is vital to facilitate change. To this end, the first approach believes that 
legislation and the enforcement of that legislation are crucial; sees a need 
for there to be a focus on race equality rather than equality in general; 
adopts a radical perspective on equality; identifies the need for action 
plans with clear targets which are regularly audited; requires publication 
of time series and comparative data to ensure transparency; and identifies 
the need for periodic inspection by an independent body.

The second approach is very different in visualising universities 
as having an inherent interest in promoting race equality and ethnic 
diversity in a highly competitive global marketplace where universities 
compete for students and require a diverse workforce. Legislation com-
pelling universities to act in particular ways, according to this approach, 
is less effective than nudges and persuasion to remind them to utilise 
appropriate data to identify and dismantle barriers to equal opportuni-
ties for individuals from disadvantaged groups. Rather than imposing 
mandatory requirements, it is deemed preferable for universities to set 
their own objectives in the light of their own particular circumstances, 
Independent bodies ideally will identify good practice and disseminate 
it widely to the sector and even give awards to those universities who 
manifest good practice. In the process, universities will not merely com-
ply with external demands but steadily transform themselves.

While neither of these two approaches can be found in their pure 
form in the real world, there is little doubt that the period we have 
examined has witnessed the transition from an approach close to the 
first ideal type to an approach close to the second. Both approaches 
have some merits. It is probably evident that I have greater sympa-
thy for the first approach and thus welcome EHRC’s recent call for a 
comprehensive race equality strategy (EHRC 2016). Adoption of this 
approach following publication of the Macpherson report did entail 
some progressive change in the sector and its abandonment pre-
vented this being sustained both at the sectoral level and at Midshire 
University. It would be utopian to anticipate the return of this approach 
in the near future. And the second approach can entail progressive 
change in some universities, as evidenced by those who have met the 
requirements for a bronze award of the race equality charter.
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Introduction: Elite Universities and Their 
Centrality in the Reproduction of Educational 
Inequalities

Although the central focus of this chapter is the issue of race and how 
it is dealt with by Britain’s elite universities, in order to fully understand 
the way race works in our elite institutions, at the outset a broader lens 
is needed, one that initially steps back and examines not only the mis-
sion and purpose of these few select universities but also how they jus-
tify and explain their selectivity and elitism to themselves and others. 
This requires an interrogation of the meritocratic ideal that Oxbridge 
and other elite universities hold dear. It also requires an analysis of the 
powerful ways in which educational systems, including their universi-
ties, work to reproduce the existing order rather than transform it, and 
to this end, I have drawn on the work of Pierre Bourdieu.
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When Michael Young coined the term meritocracy in his 1958 satire 
‘The Rise of the Meritocracy’, he introduced into popular understand-
ing an ideal long cherished in British society: ‘may the best person win’. 
The meritocratic paradigm, if not the term itself, has been a corner-
stone of liberal and social democratic thought for the last two centuries 
(Miller 1999). And despite Young’s pessimistic account of the dangers 
of meritocracy it has become widely accepted as an ideal in liberal dem-
ocratic societies. A meritocratic system is a competition in which there 
are clear winners and losers, but in which the resulting inequalities are 
justified on the basis that participants have an equal opportunity to 
prove themselves (Miller 1999). The fantasy made clear in ‘The Rise of 
Meritocracy’ is that education is supposed to be meritocratic. But in the 
twenty-first century the reality is that it has become a powerful mech-
anism of legitimation of social closure and exclusion (Dorling 2015). 
We have an educational system where the norm is to misrecognise and 
reward the benefits of a privileged class background as deriving from 
individual effort and ability (Brown 1990). A crucial part of this oper-
ation of reproducing the British elite, and nurturing and expanding its 
academic, cultural and social capital, is carried out by Oxbridge and a 
small number of other elite universities (Savage 2015).

In understanding the educational processes that work to exclude and 
eliminate all but a small elite, the work of Pierre Bourdieu is particularly 
helpful. His books, Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture 
(1977), The Inheritors (1979), and State Nobility (1996) all explain 
in meticulous detail how the educational system works to consecrate a 
white upper-class elite, and the key role of the most selective universities 
in this process. As in 1960s and 1970s France, of which Bourdieu was 
writing, we find in contemporary Britain the majority of students also 
remain excluded from the most prestigious institutions. Rather than 
acting primarily as an avenue for social mobility, the educational sys-
tem encourages social reproduction by indirectly rewarding the cultural 
experiences, dispositions, and talents of the elite classes (Reay 2017). 
In State Nobility the grandes écoles, France’s equivalent of Oxbridge, 
required a clear demonstration of achievement at admission, and thus 
nominally “represented the institutional embodiment of French meri-
tocracy” (Swartz 1997: 193).
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In his study of the preparatory academies that often lead to 
 enrollment at the grand écoles, Bourdieu (1996: 73–127) considered 
several forms of symbolic capital that accumulated within elite postsec-
ondary institutions. Due to the competitive admissions process and har-
rowing academic requirements, students at the preparatory academies 
constituted a highly selected and homogenous group that shared simi-
lar experiences of educational success (Bourdieu 1996: 76–83). Despite 
making claim to a meritocratic ideal, the preparatory schools and grand 
écoles conferred a wide range of institutionalised cultural and social 
capital. As Bourdieu wrote:

When the process of social rupture and segregation that takes a set of 
carefully selected chosen people and forms them into a separate group 
is known and recognized as a legitimate form of election, it gives rise in 
and of itself to symbolic capital that increases the degree of restriction 
and exclusivity of the group so established … Each of the young  people 
brought together becomes rich by proxy in all the current symbolic 
 capital… as well as all the potential symbolic capital (exceptional jobs, 
famous works, etc.) brought in by each of his classmates as well as the 
entire society of alumni. (Bourdieu 1996: 79)

This is what our elite universities in Britain are also doing, not only 
recognising and rewarding the embodied cultural capital common 
to the elite classes, but also generating institutionalised cultural capi-
tal by bestowing highly valued academic credentials. The notion of an 
Oxbridge graduate’s intellectual qualities and qualifications for lead-
ership in society extend well beyond the university to wider society, 
and hence graduation symbolically endows students with membership 
in that high-status group. As Bourdieu goes on to argue such creden-
tials confer a range of positive designations—similar to the bestowal of 
titles of nobility (Bourdieu 1996: 102–123)—and link to the symbolic 
resources of other classmates and alumni, a form of institutionalised 
social capital. In short, a prestigious alma mater entitles even the least 
successful graduate to share in the “exceptional properties accumulated 
by all of its members, and particularly by the most prestigious among 
them” (Bourdieu 1996: 114).
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Bourdieu is also very clear about how far from meritocratic these 
 processes are:

Given that this enterprise of hothouse cultivation is carried out on ado-
lescents who have been selected and who have selected themselves  
according to their attitude toward the school … and who, shut up for 
three or four years in a protected universe with no material cares, know 
very little about the world other than what they have learned from 
books, it is bound to produce forced and somewhat immature minds 
that ….understand everything luminously and yet understand absolutely 
nothing. (1996: 91)

Much like the Grand Ecoles in France, Oxbridge, together with a 
handful of elite London institutions, operates like a closed shop for 
the English elite. Paul Wakeling and Mike Savage’s (2015) recent work 
shows powerful reproductive effects of the elite universities, in particu-
lar Oxford, LSE and Cambridge (in that order) on entry to the Elite. 
Wakeling and Savage define this elite class as characterised by high levels 
of highbrow cultural capital, strong social capital as well as very high 
levels of household income, savings and house prices. They found no 
more signs of meritocracy in twenty-first century British universities 
than Bourdieu did in twentieth century France.

Bourdieu argues in State Nobility that:

The strategies that an institution may implement to ensure or improve its 
position depend on the overall amount of its specific (inseparably social 
and academic) capital as well as the structure of this capital, that is, on 
the relative weight of both its academic capital (measured in terms of the 
specific value of the competences guaranteed) and its strictly social capital 
(linked to the current or potential social value of its student body present 
and past – its alumni). (Bourdieu 1996: 198)

This conferral of social capital operates in Oxbridge in a number of 
ways but particularly through showing a preference for “legacy” appli-
cants, or students with a parent or close family member who graduated 
from the university. I am calling students with parents and/or family 
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members who have themselves been to elite universities ‘legacies’. A 
study in the US (Hurwitz 2011) showed that legacies are predomi-
nately white and affluent. Legacies also showed a distinct configuration 
of high levels of economic, cultural, and social capital, but lower lev-
els of pre-university achievement relative to other students with mid-
dle class parents. The American study revealed a clear admissions bias 
that favoured applicants with family ties to the university. Admissions 
preferences for legacy applicants is an example of institutionalised social 
capital at elite universities, while the extent of legacy students in elite 
universities demonstrates high levels of reproduction. We do not have 
comparable data in the UK although we might ask whether such bias 
is replicated across Oxbridge and other elite institutions such as LSE. 
The evidence from my study with Stephen Ball and Miriam David 
(Reay et al. 2005) supports the view that legacy students are common in 
Oxbridge:

Deciding where to go was probably a very unscientific process actually. 
My father went to Trinity College Cambridge to do law. And he was 
always very keen to show her Cambridge and his old college, which he 
did, when she was probably around thirteen. And she fell in love with it. 
And decided that’s where she wanted to go. (mother of privately educated 
student in Reay et al. 2005)

Well just since I’ve been born, I suppose it’s just been assumed I am 
going to university because both my parents went to university, all their 
brothers and sisters went to university and my sister went to university so  
I don’t think I’ve even stopped to think about it … I’ve just grown up 
with the idea that’s what people do. I have always assumed I am going to 
university. (Nick, private school student)

Nick went on to point out that all these members of his family had 
been to either Oxford or Cambridge. The words in both quotes evoke 
images of elite conveyor belts rather than considered rational choice—it 
is just what ‘people like us do’. This is a non-decision, almost too obvi-
ous to articulate. Rather choice was automatic, taken-for-granted and 
always assumed—these are examples of seamless reproduction at play 
but the players are all white and upper class.
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Yet, meritocratic beliefs permeate the student body at Oxbridge, it is 
the dominant doxa. ‘Doxa’ is Bourdieu’s (1990) term used to refer to a set 
of core values and discourses that has come to be taken as inherently true 
and necessary. Unsurprisingly in a recent research study of white upper 
and middle class students at Oxford, they nearly all felt they were there 
purely because of their effort and ability, that it had nothing to do with 
parental resources and privileged schooling. (Warikoo and Fuhr 2014).

It is obvious that a deeply reproductive tendency lies at the heart of 
Oxbridge. The most recent statistics show that the percentage of disad-
vantaged students gaining admission has fallen over the last five years 
(Havergal 2016). Unsurprisingly, elite universities are under increasing 
pressure to widen their access to a greater diversity of students (Parry 
2016). Clearly this focus on widening access and participation centrally 
implicates social class, but how is race positioned within the compet-
ing tensions between ensuring meritocracy, sustaining elite status and 
widening access? In the next section I will look at the troubling issue of 
widening access to BME students at Elite universities in the UK.

Widening Participation and Access to BME 
Students in UK Elite Universities

While the increase in the participation of BME students in UK higher 
education over the last twenty years is an undoubted success story, 
strong concerns remain around which universities have widened their 
doors to BME students. Twenty-five per cent of BME students study at 
just 30 modern (post-1992) universities (Tatlow 2015). There are more 
students of Black Caribbean origin at London Metropolitan University 
than at all the Russell Group universities put together (Curtis 2006). In 
particular, the statistics continue to show a stark ethnic deficit in access 
to Oxbridge. Official data shows that over twenty Oxbridge colleges 
made no offer to Black students in 2009, and that one Oxford college 
had not admitted a Black student in five years. David Lammy (2010) 
found that in 2009, 292 Black students achieved three A grades at A 
Level and that 475 Black students applied to Oxbridge. However, only 
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a handful were admitted, including just one British Black Caribbean 
student to Oxford. As a result, British-born Black Caribbean students 
had a 2.9% success rate for admission, in contrast to the 27.6% suc-
cess rate for white applicants. In response David Cameron, the Prime 
Minister at the time, insisted ‘we have got to do a lot better’ but the 
following year the number of Black students admitted to Oxbridge 
actually fell by almost a third to just 36. As the following statistics 
demonstrates, there has been little improvement since then. In 2013 the 
success rate of White students applying to Oxford was 25.4% (Oxford 
University 2014). The success rate of Bangladeshi students was 6.7%, 
that of Pakistani students 6.5%, while Black Caribbean students had 
a 14.3% success rate and Black African students a 13% success rate. 
Cambridge University was doing only slightly better (Cambridge 
University 2014). While Black Caribbean applicants had a 24.3% 
chance of success compared to White applicants’ 29% success rate, 
Black African students had a 9.2% chance of success, and Bangladeshi 
and Pakistani students 13.8 and 13.6% respectively.

The disparities in rates of admission remain substantial for White 
and BME applicants, even after entry qualifications have been taken 
into account (Boliver 2013). As Vikki Boliver (2016) states, even very 
highly qualified ethnic minority applicants are substantially less likely 
than their white counterparts to be offered places on some of the most 
competitive courses at Oxbridge. We can see from the latest admis-
sions statistics available from Cambridge University (see Table 3.1), that 
although the success rates of some BME groups have improved, that of 
other groups like Black Caribbean have significantly worsened while 
the Pakistani success rate has also fallen slightly (Cambridge University 
2015).

In 2014 only two Black Caribbean students started a degree at 
Cambridge. If all Black undergraduates are included the number rises 
to 35. Oxford was doing even worse, averaging 26 Black students a year 
between 2012 and 2014 (Halls 2016). In 2016, David Cameron, the 
Prime Minister at the time, in a call for greater transparency in univer-
sity admissions, lambasted the elite universities for failing to make any 
progress in relation to BME admissions:
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It is striking that in 2014, our top university, Oxford, accepted just 27 
black men and women out of an intake of more than 2,500. I know the 
reasons are complex, including poor schooling, but I worry that the uni-
versity I was so proud to attend is not doing enough to attract talent from 
across our country. (Cameron 2016)

More recent statistics (Adams and Bengtsson 2017) reveal even more 
shocking racial disparities in Oxbridge admissions. The data showed 
that just 1.5% of all offers from the two universities to UK A-level stu-
dents went to Black British candidates. Nearly one in three Oxford col-
leges failed to admit a single Black British A-level student in 2015, while 
one Oxford College has only offered one place to a Black British A-level 
student in six years. As David Lammy (2017) concluded ‘Seven years 
have changed nothing at Oxbridge. In fact, diversity is even worse’. The 
evidence on BME admissions to Oxbridge clearly raises serious causes 
for concern across the political spectrum, but what happens when BME 
students are offered and accept a place? As is evident in the following 
section, widening access and participation is only part of the problem of 
tackling racial inequalities and exclusions in relation to elite universities.

Being a BME Student at an Elite UK University

It was a complete shock, it was different from anywhere else I have ever 
been, it was too traditional, too old fashioned, from another time alto-
gether. I didn’t like it at all. It was like going through a medieval castle 
when you were going down the corridors. It was like a proper castle, and  
I was thinking − where’s the moat, where’s the armour? Save me from 
this. You know, you expect little pictures with eyes moving around, 
watching you all the time. And I just didn’t like the atmosphere, not one 
bit. (Ong cited in Reay et al. 2005)

In this quote Ong, a Chinese working class student, tries to explain why 
he turned down an offer from Cambridge; a place he says all his friends 
thought he was mad to refuse.
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Then there was Candice, a Black working-class student, who raises a 
collective dilemma facing Black students when she discusses her desire 
to go to ‘a good university’:

It’s been really scary thinking that you could have made the wrong deci-
sion, very anxiety inducing… . I think it’s more difficult if no one in 
your family’s been there. I think in a funny sort of way it’s more difficult 
if you’re Black too…. Because you want to go to a good university but 
you don’t want to stick out like a sore thumb. It’s sad isn’t it? I’ve sort of 
avoided all the universities with lots of Black students because they’re all 
the universities which aren’t seen as so good. If you’re Black and not very 
middle class and want to do well then you end up choosing places where 
people like you don’t go and I think that’s difficult. (Candice: Cited in 
Reay et al. 2005)

What is apparent in both Ong’s and Candice’s narratives is how differ-
ent, even alien, elite universities appear to BME students. Both quotes 
reveal a class and ethnic distance, in relation to the elite universities 
(Reay et al. 2005). We found, in the research study these quotes are part 
of, that most BME students were hesitant about entering institutions 
with small numbers students or staff from their own ethnic background, 
and desired to go to institutions with an ethnic mix (Ball et al. 2002). 
The higher education choice process, as Candice’s words reveal, often 
involved treading a fine line between the desire to ‘fit in’ and being ste-
reotyped in predominantly white settings. A number of BME students 
went as far as to talk about specific universities (predominantly in the 
elite category) that had racist reputations. So Temi, a Black middle class 
student, told me “They say it is very white there and a bit racist, so not 
really a good one, don’t go there”. Because historically Whiteness has 
rarely been problematised within social theory (although see Gillborn 
2008) elite universities have seldom been conceptualised as racial-
ised environments. Their overriding Whiteness is read as normative, it  
is part of the taken-for-granted assumptions of what elite universities 
are, and who they are for. Yet, as Nicola Rollock (2014: 449) argues, 
by constructing a racial fantasy in which Whiteness is invisible and 
therefore does not count White people are able to collude in practices 
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which ‘other’ and racially subjugate people of colour and reject their 
(racialised) experiences as valid. As Temi’s words indicate, what consti-
tutes a good university cannot be separated out from issues of race. In 
a later study of students I conducted at Cambridge, all nine working 
class students described the university as ‘a white, middle class bubble’. 
And we found many of the same feelings and attitudes that led a major-
ity of high achieving, BME working class students, like Ong, to decide 
Oxbridge was not for them (Reay et al. 2009).

So university choice is difficult, painful even, for many BME stu-
dents, but even for those students who decide on elite institutions and 
gain a place, difficulties continue. Research on the experiences of ethnic 
minority students at UK universities finds racism to be commonplace 
(National Union of Students 2011). The paucity of BME students in 
elite HE means that the very few Black students who do make it to the 
elite universities have to confront social, psychological as well as aca-
demic challenges. Black students at both Oxford and Cambridge have 
set up websites to chronicle their experiences of being in an overwhelm-
ingly white institution and the prejudice and bigotry they have to face 
(http://wetooarecambridge.tumblr.com/). Attitudes and opinions Black 
students have to deal with range from the deeply shocking to the pro-
foundly ignorant. Black students report being racially abused, mistaken 
for tourists, having their hair inappropriately touched, and being told 
they speak good English for a Black person (Wilkinson 2014). Their 
words vividly bring to life the psycho-social challenges of being an out-
sider on the inside. And when we move from qualitative accounts to 
quantitative surveys of the Black student experience there is further evi-
dence of how an alien, intimidating, academic culture impacts on BME 
student attainment (Table 3.2).

The Cambridge research this table comes from focused on the British 
Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups as causing the most con-
cern (Scales and Whitehead 2006). It found, in relation to these three 
groups, that 50% of those who said they had strong fears about not 
fitting in got a 1st or 2:1 compared with 80% of those who had no 
such fears. A further finding was that 47% of those who said there were 
‘lots of things they can’t afford’ in day-to-day life gained a 1st or 2:1 
compared to 77% of those who said they ‘have enough money to do 

http://wetooarecambridge.tumblr.com/
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everything they want’. Poverty had a major impact. Those who received 
money from their parents are much more likely to gain good exami-
nation results. 75% got a 1st or 2:1 compared with only 45% of those 
who said they received no money from their parents. Relatedly, vaca-
tion working showed a strong significant relationship with examination 
performance. Only 47% of those who undertook paid vacation work to 
fund their education achieved good examinations grades compared to 
78% of those who did not. As Metcalf points out:

The current HE financial system has lead to an increasingly polarised 
 university system, those that facilitate term-time working and those that 
do not, with the more prestigious universities tending to be in the lat-
ter category. This distorts the university choice of those who need to 
work during term-time, inhibiting their access to prestigious universities. 
(Metcalf 2003: 315)

Vacation employment might reduce the financial problems of students 
from poor families. However, the Cambridge research reported that 
those students who did paid work in vacations were much less likely to 
get a good degree, and that:

Some students were in situations of severe financial hardship. Amongst 
these students are a number from single-parent families and larger fam-
ilies whose parents are less likely to be able to offer them financial help 
and support. (Scales and Whitehead 2006)

Table 3.2 University of Cambridge examination results for years 2001, 2002, 
2003 combined by ethnic group

Ethnicity 1st/2:1
number

1st/2:1
(%)

2:2/3rd
number

2:2/3rd
(%)

White 14,557 77.25 4283 22.75
Chinese 781 76 246 24
Indian 598 70.5 250 29.5
Pakistani 99 62 61 38
Bangladeshi 43 59 30 41
Black British-Caribbean 44 59.5 30 40.5
Black British-African 107 72.3 41 27.7
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Here we see class compounding race to reproduce very unmeritocratic 
cultures and outcomes. But the inequalities faced by the low income 
BME students that Scales and Whitehead uncovered are set to increase 
even further from 2017 onwards, as the Conservative government has 
decided to axe student maintenance grants for UK’s poorest students, a 
group who are disproportionately from BME backgrounds (Institute of 
Race Relations 2016).

A more recent study that examined the experiences of seventeen 
Black male students at ten Russell Group universities (Dumangane 
2015) included 4 students who were studying at Oxbridge. The other 
universities attended were the University of Birmingham, University 
of Bristol, Cardiff University, Durham University, Exeter University, 
LSE, Manchester University, and UCL. The Oxbridge students, in par-
ticular, expressed surprise, disappointment, and a sense of puzzlement 
about their white peers’ attitudes and perceptions. Ted, a middle class 
British Caribbean Oxbridge graduate, recounted an incident when 
one of his white Oxbridge friends made a comment about ‘a Black guy 
driving a BMW’. The friend queried where he got the car from, assert-
ing ‘he must have got it by dodgy means’. Such stereotypes abounded 
in the perceptions of white students the Black students encountered 
in Oxbridge. John, a British African, middle class student, told of the 
group of white girls he and his two Black friends met at university who 
held the view that “all a Black man could afford to do was take a girl 
to KFC or one of those stereotypical chicken places”. Dwayne, a work-
ing class, British Caribbean Oxbridge graduate, said with a degree of 
incredulity:

One of my friends, this was like whilst we were becoming friends: he said 
that the first time he met me he thought I was going to stab him.

John, Dwayne, and Ted went on to attribute their friends’ comments 
to ignorance rather than racism, opting to moderate their black-
ness (Wilkins 2012), rather than challenge discriminatory comments. 
However, Dumangane (2015) found that Black Oxbridge students did 
not only have to deal with misconceptions and prejudice from fellow 
students, they often had uncomfortable and distanced relationships with 
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academic staff. Ted explained how his relationship with his tutor differed 
qualitatively from the relationship his friend had with the same tutor:

She would always tell me about how [the tutor] would tell her all this 
stuff about his life, and how they would talk a lot about stuff beyond the 
subject itself. Beyond the subject matter of English. And I never had that 
relationship with him. He never opened up in that way to me. Or spoke 
to me about much apart from the degree. (Ted: Cited in Dumangane 
2015)

What we glimpse very powerfully through Dumangane’s (2015) analysis 
is the degree of compromise and concession made by the Black students 
as they struggle to survive what often feels like an alien and unyielding 
environment. Discrimination continues to be an everyday reality, allow-
ing racism, as it seeps into mundane everyday interactions, to be seen as 
normative and ordinary. They are dealing with countless little discrep-
ancies between habitus and the unfamiliar field of elite white HE that 
contribute to a sense of being an outsider despite their efforts to fit in.

Conclusion

As I write in my recent book Miseducation (Reay 2017):

The troubling paradox of widening access and democratisation of higher 
education is that, despite its democratic intentions, widening access has 
brought an intensification of class and racial inequalities between differ-
ent levels of higher education. Growing diversity within the field of HE, 
rather than producing a more inclusive higher education, has resulted in a 
segregated and increasingly polarised system. (121)

Despite the pervasive focus within the HE field on elite means best and 
modern means worst, there is a need for a more philosophic discussion 
about what ‘the best’ constitutes in the HE context. The overwhelming 
dominance of whiteness in our elite universities is rarely problematised. 
Yet, the paucity of BME students in the elite university sector, and the 
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difficulties they experience if they do gain admission, demands a recon-
ceptualisation of elite higher education as a space of white hegemony, 
and a recognition that changes need to be made. Currently, Oxbridge 
admits 0.4% of each age cohort based on academic performance (Clark 
2015). This may appear to be meritocratic but it is also highly elitist. 
The beneficiaries are the white English upper classes. As a consequence, 
Oxbridge remains the equivalent of ‘a finishing school’ for the private 
school system, polishing, refining and accentuating the elitism and sense 
of superiority acquired in earlier schooling. In this process Black stu-
dents across social class are often marginal and marginalised, small in 
numbers and peripheral to the main work of the elite universities which 
is, as it always was, educational reproduction.

But this does not have to be the case. As Nahai (2013) demonstrates, 
The University of California, Berkeley has managed to achieve one of 
the most racially, ethnically and socioeconomically diverse student pop-
ulations of any top US research university, without any fall in its aca-
demic results. It has achieved this by accepting a mandate “to seek an 
undergraduate student body that reflects the ethnic, racial and social 
class composition of the Californian state’s high school graduating class” 
(Douglass and Thomson 2012: 74). There is also a stated commitment 
to reduce the number of legacy students, who are predominantly white. 
Although this ‘parity model’ is almost impossible to achieve, it drives 
university admissions policy. Over 60% of Berkeley’s intake have at least 
one parent who is foreign born (Douglass and Thomson 2010), and 
it draws growing numbers of its lower-income students from increas-
ingly diverse Asian and Asian-Pacific ethnic groups (Douglass and 
Thomson 2012). Berkeley has succeeded where Oxbridge has failed. It 
has achieved a social and ethnic diversity that our elite universities are 
nowhere near achieving. So one way forward would be to institute pol-
icies that move towards a diverse intake that better reflects the UK pop-
ulation. As Douglass and Thomson (2012: 85) conclude, based on data 
that shows Berkeley’s low income and BME students do just as well, if 
not better, than their wealthy white counterparts, it may well be that 
if Oxford and Cambridge were to become more representative of UK 
society in general, they would not suffer increased attrition rates or a 
lowering of academic quality.
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Greg Clark (2015) suggests another possible alternative that 
 ameliorates rather than challenges meritocracy. He proposes the iden-
tification of a much larger share of students equally able to benefit 
from an Oxbridge education. The suggestion he makes of including all 
those with 3 A grades at A-level, would widen the pool from which the 
Oxbridge elite are drawn to 3% of each age cohort. He then argues that 
admissions to Oxbridge could be based on randomly selecting from this 
pool. This system, similar to the one used in Dutch medical schools, 
would result in proportionately more students without privileged family 
backgrounds being admitted. Oxbridge would be less elite, and more 
diverse both racially and in terms of social class.

A more radical approach would be to pay serious attention to the 
concept of the comprehensive or common university. In the mid- 
twentieth century R. H. Tawney put the case for a common school 
asserting that ‘the English educational system will never be one worthy 
of a civilised society until the children of all classes in the nation attend 
the same schools’ (Tawney 1964: 144). But in a twenty-first century 
where the elite universities, and in particular Oxbridge, increasingly rep-
resent a racial as well as a class ceiling, privileging and protecting the 
social and economic hegemony of a tiny white elite, it is time to pay 
serious consideration to the concept of ‘the common university’ or what 
Selina Todd (2015) terms ‘the comprehensive university’. Todd argues 
that a comprehensive university system would mean redistributing 
funds to ensure equality, and abolishing selection criteria, but is vital if 
we want to raise opportunities within higher education for women, for 
Black and Minority Ethnic people, and for the disadvantaged.

What is clear is that clinging to the meritocratic principle as a way of 
achieving fairness in relation to university admission and participation 
will not work. For over thirty years sociologists of education have been 
pointing out that educational choice is based on the resources and social 
power and networks of the parents rather than the ability and effort of 
the child (Brown 1990; Gewirtz 2001; Reay 2015). Meritocracy has 
become the educational equivalent of the emperor with no clothes, all 
ideological bluff with no substance. We do not have a meritocracy, or 
anything approaching a meritocracy. Yet, the elite universities continue 
to justify their elitism on the premise that they operate in a meritocratic 
society. It is increasingly apparent that a socially just approach that gives 
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BME students, across ethnic diversity and class differences, a fair chance 
of admittance, and equal opportunities to high achievement and social 
acceptance once they are studying at elite institutions, requires just and 
impartial solutions rather than yet more bland rhetoric about meritocracy.
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Introduction

Young people from British ethnic minority backgrounds have been more 
likely than their white British peers to go to university for more than two 
decades (Modood 1993). By 2010/2011, enrolment rates for 18–19 year 
olds ranged from 37.4 to 75.7% for those from Black Caribbean and 
Chinese backgrounds respectively, compared to 32.6% for young people 
from the white British group (Crawford and Greaves 2015). However, 
some ethnic minority groups remain significantly under-represented in 
the UK’s most academically selective and prestigious universities. Black 
Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Pakistani students made up just 0.5, 0.6 
and 1.8% of all entrants to the twenty universities that were members 
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of the prestigious Russell Group1 in 2010–2012, despite constituting 
1.1, 1.2 and 2.5% of all 15–29 year olds in England and Wales (Boliver 
2015a). Young people from Indian, Chinese, and ‘Mixed’ ethnic back-
grounds, in contrast, were found to be well-represented at Russell Group 
universities in 2010–2012 (Boliver 2015a).

Ethnic group differences in rates of participation at highly academ-
ically selective universities are driven partly by differences in prior 
achievement. On average Black Caribbean, Bangladeshi and Pakistani 
students are outperformed at key stages 4 (GCSE) and 5 (A-level) by 
white British students, who are, in turn, outperformed by students of 
Chinese and Indian origin (Crawford and Greaves 2015). But a number 
of studies point to a further possible cause, namely ethnic bias in admis-
sion to highly selective universities. Research drawing on data supplied 
by the Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS)—the 
administrative body that processes almost all applications to full-time 
courses of higher education in the UK—has found that British eth-
nic minority applicants to highly selective universities in the 1990s, 
2000s and early 2010s were less likely to be offered places than white 
British applicants with the same grades at key stage 5 (Modood and 
Shiner 1994; Shiner and Modood 2002; Zimdars et al. 2009; Boliver 
2013, 2015a, 2016; Noden et al. 2014). One study reported that the 
rate at which white applicants to Russell Group universities were offered 
places in 2010–2012 was 7–12 percentage points higher than the rate 
for equivalently qualified Black Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
applicants, and 3–4 percentage points higher than the rate for equiv-
alently qualified applicants from the Chinese, Indian and ‘mixed’ eth-
nic groups (Boliver 2015a). Disparities in offer rates have been shown 
to persist even after factoring in information about applicants’ A-level 
subject choices and the popularity of their chosen degree programmes 

1The Russell Group purports to represent twenty-four “leading UK universities”, specifically the 
universities of Birmingham, Bristol, Cambridge, Cardiff, Durham, Edinburgh, Exeter, Glasgow, 
Imperial, King’s, Leeds, Liverpool, LSE, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham, Oxford, Queen 
Mary, Queen’s Belfast, Sheffield, Southampton, UCL, Warwick and York. The universities of 
Durham, Exeter, Queen Mary and York joined the Russell Group in 2012. For empirical evi-
dence that the Russell Group universities (excepting Oxford and Cambridge) are in fact no more 
“leading” than many other ‘old’ (pre-1992) universities, see Boliver (2015b).
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(Noden et al. 2014; Boliver 2016), and have been found to be particu-
larly large for courses which attract large numbers of ethnic minority 
applicants (Boliver 2016).

Concerns that admissions to highly selective universities may be 
unfairly biased against ethnic minority applicants have been repeatedly 
dismissed by the public relations wing of the elite Russell Group of uni-
versities (Russell Group 2013, 2015), which has pointed out that the 
studies cited above do not take into account all information relevant to 
university admissions, such as the specific academic entry requirements 
of courses applied to and other indicators of applicant merit besides 
grades achieved at key stage 5. These are legitimate criticisms; but it is 
noteworthy that the Russell Group has been content to simply dismiss 
concerns about possible ethnic bias in admissions as unfounded, rather 
than call for a more thorough and complete analysis to be undertaken. 
Notwithstanding the Russell Group’s seeming lack of inquisitiveness, it 
has not been possible in any case for academic researchers to undertake 
further analysis of UCAS data in order to address the shortcomings of 
previous research. For the last few years, UCAS has been unwilling to 
share with academic researchers the detailed, anonymised, individual- 
level data needed for such analysis, citing concerns about jeopardising 
applicants’ trust in their service (UCAS 2015a). In lieu of sharing data 
with academic researchers, UCAS issued a press-release in 2013 and 
an Analysis Note in 2015 reporting that its own in-house analysis had 
found only small ethnic group differences in offer rates after taking pre-
dicted key stage 5 results and choice of degree programme into account 
(Grove 2013; UCAS 2015b). UCAS noted that these small differences 
in offer rates could to be attributable to differences in the quality of 
other aspects of applications besides prior attainment, such as personal 
statements or performance at interview.

The fact that researchers and policy makers have been unable to 
access detailed anonymised UCAS data for research purposes for sev-
eral of years was highlighted by the Social Mobility and Child Poverty 
Commission as a major obstacle to identifying and removing the bar-
riers to fair access to higher education (Machin 2015). In response, the 
UK government announced in its 2016 Higher Education White Paper:
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We will enhance transparency, opening up data held by the sector, 
informing choice and promoting social mobility. (DBIS 2016: 41)

More specifically the White Paper set out three important proposals. 
First, the White paper proposed to “place a duty on institutions to pub-
lish application, offer, acceptance and progression rates, broken down 
by gender, ethnicity and disadvantage”. This has prompted the UCAS 
to publish for the first time in 2016 detailed statistics on the number of 
applications and offers processed by 132 UK universities between 2010 
and 2015 (UCAS 2016a). Section two of this chapter asks what these 
newly-released statistics tell us about the extent and causes of ethnic 
group differences in offer rates at a Russell Group universities.

Second, the White Paper proposed to “require those organisations 
who provide shared central admissions services (such as UCAS) to share 
relevant data they hold with Government and researchers in order to 
help improve policies designed to increase social mobility” (DBIS 2016: 
41). This has resulted in UCAS revising its data sharing policy, reinstat-
ing the ability of accredited researchers to securely access anonymised 
individual-level application and offer data for the 2016 admissions  
cycle onwards from 2017 (UCAS 2016b). The greater availability of 
data on university admissions is a welcome development for researchers 
and policy-makers keen to understand and address the causes of lower 
elite university admission rates for ethnic minority students. The close 
of section two of this chapter discusses what more we will be able to 
learn once detailed, individual-level applications and admissions data 
becomes available to researchers again from 2017 onwards.

Third, in response to concerns about the possible influence of uncon-
scious bias and other inadvertently discriminatory practices on admis-
sions decision-making (Boliver 2013, 2015a, 2016; Cameron 2015), 
the White Paper reported that the government had “asked UCAS to 
consult the higher education sector on the feasibility of introducing 
name-blind applications for prospective students […to…] potentially 
help reduce unfairness and inequality” (DBIS 2016: 41). UCAS has 
since published a report on the results of this consultation on name-
blind admissions (UCAS 2016c), and it has been announced that 
name-blind admissions will be trialled for some courses at four UK 
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universities—Exeter, Huddersfield, Liverpool and Winchester—during 
the 2016/2017 admissions cycle (Havergal 2016). Section three of this 
chapter discusses the likely impact of unconscious bias on university 
admissions decisions, and challenges the idea that name-blind admis-
sions is the best way to tackle it. The chapter closes by arguing that what 
is needed instead is determined action on the part of universities to fos-
ter an institutional culture in which ethnic biases in university admis-
sions and other domains of university life are confronted and redressed.

Ethnic Group Differences in Russell Group 
University Offer Rates

In June 2016 UCAS published for the first time detailed statistics on 
applications to and admissions offers made by 132 UK universities 
between 2010 and 2015, broken down by broad ethnic group (UCAS 
2016a). Analysis of these statistics reveals two seemingly encouraging 
trends. First, the absolute number of ethnic minorities receiving a place 
at a Russell Group university increased by more than 40% in the period 
between 2010 and 2015, outpacing the rate of growth in the number of 
White entrants to these universities during the same period.2 Secondly, 
offer rates increased by 11 percentage points for Asian applicants to 
Russell Group universities between 2010 and 2015, and by 14 per-
centage points for Russell Group applicants from the Black and ‘mixed’ 
ethnic groups, indicating that when ethnic minority students apply 
to Russell Group universities they are more likely to get in than ever 
before.

However, these trends may not be as encouraging as they first appear. 
Much of the increase in the number of British ethnic minority entrants 
to Russell Group universities is due to the fact that the number of appli-
cations submitted to Russell Group universities by students from  ethnic 
minority backgrounds increased by some 22% between 2010 and 2015, 

2All statistics in this section based aggregate data published by in UCAS in June 2016, authors’ 
own calculations.
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whereas the number of applications from white students declined by 
half a percent during the same period. Moreover, much of the rise in 
offer rates for ethnic minority applicants to Russell Group university is 
due to the fact that these universities are now admitting a higher pro-
portion of all applicants than in the past: 64% of all applications were 
met with an offer of a place in 2015, compared to just 53% in 2010, 
with offer rates rising for white applicants as well as for ethnic minority 
applicants, by some 11 percentage points. So while there are more eth-
nic minority students applying to and entering Russell Group univer-
sities than ever before, and while ethnic group differences in offer rates 
have become slightly less unequal in recent years, offer rates neverthe-
less remain substantially lower for ethnic minority applicants to Russell 
Group universities than for white applicants to these universities. In 
2015, the offer rate was 67% for white applicants to Russell Group uni-
versities considered collectively, compared to 63% for applicants from 
‘mixed’ ethnic backgrounds, 54% for Asian applicants, 49% for those 
from ‘other’ ethnic groups, and just 41% for Black applicants. The 
question remains, therefore, whether ethnic minority applicants are as 
likely to be offered places at Russell Group universities as comparably 
qualified white applicants.

It is clear from the UCAS statistics cited above that there is a large 
‘raw gap’ between offer rates for white applicants to Russell Group uni-
versities and those for applicants from ethnic minority backgrounds. But 
it is important to also calculate the ‘net gap’ in offer rates; that is, the 
difference in offer rates after taking into account the fact that the degree 
programmes chosen by ethnic minority applicants tend to be more 
heavily oversubscribed than is the case for white applicants, and that 
some ethnic minority groups apply with prior attainment levels that are 
lower (Black, Pakistani and Bangladeshi applicants) or higher (Chinese, 
Indian and ‘mixed’ ethnicity applicants) than their white peers (Boliver 
2016). Helpfully, the UCAS statistics also include what they term ‘aver-
age offer rates’ for the sub-set of applicants who applied to university 
straight from school at age 18. ‘Average offer rates’ describe the offer rate 
for all applicants, irrespective of ethnicity, whose chose the same degree 
programmes and applied with the same predicted key stage 5 grades as 
members of the ethnic group in question. Taking the difference between 
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average offer rates and raw offer rates gives us the size of the ‘net gap’ 
between offer rates for white as compared to ethnic minority applicants; 
that is, the size of the gap after taking differences in course choice and 
predicted key stage 5 attainment into account. If there is a substantial 
‘net gap’ in offer rates, this could be considered prima facie evidence of 
the possibility of some form of ethnic bias in admissions.

Looking across the UK university sector as a whole, the ‘net gap’ 
in offer rates appear modest. Average offer rates are 1.6 percentage 
points lower for Asian applicants than for white applicants, 3 percent-
age points lower for Black applicants, 0.6 percentage points lower for 
‘mixed’ ethnicity applicants, and 2.3 percentage points lower for appli-
cants from ‘other’ ethnic minority groups. Commenting on the size of 
the ‘net gap’ in offer rates across the UK university sector as a whole, 
UCAS stated that “the offer-making process operated by universities is 
broadly fair” (UCAS 2016a).

The Russell Group put it more strongly, claiming that “New analy-
sis from UCAS finds no evidence of bias in the admissions system” 
(Russell Group 2016a). However, as Fig. 4.1 shows, the ‘net gap’ is 
rather larger for some Russell Group universities than for the sector 
as a whole. For Asian applicants, the ‘net gap’ in offer rates relative to 
white applicants is a substantial 5.4 percentage points at Imperial 
College London, 6.5 percentage points at Queens Belfast, and 9 per-
centage points at the University of Oxford. For Black applicants, the 
‘net gap’ in offer rates relative to white applicants is 5 percentage points 
at Birmingham University and Cardiff University, 7 percentage points 
at Glasgow University and Kings College London, and 8.7 percentage 
points at Imperial College London.3 Moreover, the vast majority of the 
data points in Fig. 4.1 (40 out of 48) evidence a ‘net gap’ (of various 
magnitudes) in favour of white applicants.

3Bars for ‘other ethnicity’ applicants are not shown in Fig. 4.1. However, a similar pattern is evi-
dence, with a ‘net gap’ for ‘other ethnicity’ applicants relative to white applicants of 5.4 percent-
age points at Manchester University, 6 percentage points at Southampton University, and nearly 
10 percentage points at the University of Oxford and Imperial College London. Bars for ‘mixed 
ethnicity’ applicants are also not shown in Fig. 4.1. For ‘mixed ethnicity’ applicants the ‘net gap’ 
is generally smaller, typically less than 2 percentage points.
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While Fig. 4.1 shows that overall net gaps in offer rates for different 
ethnic groups were substantial for many Russell Group universities in 
2015, it is also clear that a small number of universities had overall net 
gaps that were effectively zero—notably Cambridge, Durham, Exeter, 
LSE, Nottingham, Warwick and York in relation to the net gap between 
Asian and white applicants; and for Oxford, Warwick and York in rela-
tion to the net gap between Black and white applicants. Figure 4.1 also 
shows that at one Russell Group university—the LSE—the net gap in 
fact favoured Black applicants over white applicants. These anomalies 
beg the question: has the equitableness of admission to these and other 
Russell Group universities improved in recent years?

Because the UCAS statistics stretch back to 2010 it is possible to 
compare the size of the net gaps in offer rates for 2015 to the size of 
the net gaps five years previously. Figure 4.2 displays the net gaps as they 
were in 2010. Comparing Figs. 4.2 to  4.1, it is clear that most Russell 
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Group universities were doing rather worse by ethnic minority  applicants 
in 2010 than they were by 2015, including several of the universities 
that were anomalous in 2015 for having net gaps that were negligible 
(e.g. York and Warwick) or which favoured ethnic minority applicants 
(LSE). It is not obvious what has caused net gaps in offer rates to become 
smaller over time. One possibility is that ethnic minority applicants to 
these universities are better qualified than they were in the past. Another 
possibility is that these universities have begun to take seriously concerns 
about ethnic bias in admissions and have begun to take the steps needed 
to address them. This second possibility is an encouraging thought, but it 
is clear that more needs to be done to fully equalise offer rates for compa-
rably qualified applicants from different ethnic groups.

It is important to appreciate that the ‘net gaps’ in offer rates pre-
sented in Figs. 4.1 and 4.2 relate only to those who applied to uni-
versity straight from school at age 18. This is important because only 
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two-thirds of all applications to Russell Group universities in 2015 
came from 18 year olds, whereas one third were submitted by those 
aged 19+ after taking a ‘gap year’ or a longer break from education 
before returning as a mature student. Given that the raw gap in offer 
rates is somewhat larger for applicants aged 19+ than it is for applicants 
aged 18 (UCAS 2016a), it seems likely that including applicants of all 
ages in the calculation of ‘net gaps’ would paint a rather bleaker picture.

It is also important to note that the ‘net gaps’ in offer rates pre-
sented in Figs. 4.1 and 4.2 are averages for each institution as a whole. 
As such, they tell us nothing about the equitableness or otherwise of 
offer rates for specific degree programmes. This matters because ethnic 
minority applicants are known to choose some areas of study at much 
higher rates than their white peers, including Medicine and Dentistry, 
Computer Science, Law, and Business and Administration, and previ-
ous research has shown that the net gap in offer rates is particularly large 
for courses which attract disproportionately high numbers of ethnic 
minority applicants (Boliver 2016). This suggests that there may be sub-
stantial net gaps in offer rates for particular courses even for universities 
for which the overall net gap in offer rates is small or non-existent.

As discussed earlier, from 2017, researchers will be permitted once 
more to access in anonymised form the individual-level applications and 
admissions data held by UCAS. Access to this data will enable research-
ers to examine the equitableness of offer rates for applicants of all age 
groups, not just 18 year olds, and to drill down to the level of specific 
degree programmes at each institution, in addition to examining the 
patterns for each institution overall. Access this this data will also ena-
ble researchers to investigate whether ethnic group differences in offer 
rates are related to corresponding differences in performance at GCSE, 
given that some universities use this as an additional selection criterion; 
choice of key stage 5 qualification, given that some universities prefer 
A-level qualifications over more vocational qualifications such as BTEC 
and Access to Higher Education courses; choice of subjects at A-level, 
given that some courses stipulate A-level subject requirements and oth-
ers prefer so-called ‘facilitating subjects’ (Russell Group 2016b); and 
mismatches between applicants’ predicted and achieved grades at key 
stage 5, given that offers of university places are typically made before 
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applicants’ achieved grades are known. All of the factors listed above 
may be working to the detriment of ethnic minority applicants’ chances 
of gaining a place at a highly selective university.

Unconscious Bias, Name-Blind Admissions, 
and Fostering an Inclusive Institutional Culture

While ethnic group differences in offer rates from Russell Group uni-
versities have improved over time, several universities clearly continue 
to have substantial overall net gaps, and it seems likely that net gaps also 
exist for specific degree programmes within universities, possibly even 
for institutions with negligible net gaps overall. Until individual-level 
UCAS data becomes available again for more detailed analysis, the pos-
sibility of ethnic bias on the part of admissions decision-makers cannot 
be ruled out.

The possibility of ‘unconscious bias’ on the part of decision-mak-
ers has been raised by the higher education sector’s equalities body 
the Equality Challenge Unit (ECU) (2013), and by the former Prime 
Minister David Cameron MP (Cameron 2015), as a likely cause of une-
qual offer rates for different ethnic groups. The ECU defines uncon-
scious bias as:

a term used to describe the associations that we hold which, despite being 
outside our conscious awareness, can have a significant influence on our 
attitudes and behaviour. Regardless of how fair minded we believe our-
selves to be, most people have some degree of unconscious bias. The 
means that we automatically respond to others (e.g. people from different 
racial or ethnic groups) in positive or negative ways. These associations 
are difficult to override, regardless of whether we recognise them to be 
wrong, because they are deeply ingrained into our thinking and emo-
tions. (ECU 2013: 1)

The ECU also uses the term ‘implicit bias’ to refer to the stereotypes 
that may continue to influence peoples’ attitudes and behaviour 
even after they become more aware of them (i.e. as they become less 
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‘unconscious’). As the ECU makes clear, recognising that unconscious 
or implicit bias may affect decision-making “must not replace an 
acknowledgment that explicit bias and discrimination exist and con-
tinues to be an issue in the higher education sector” (ECU 2013: 4). 
However, it is unconscious and implicit forms of bias that are currently 
in the spotlight.

There is a significant degree of scope for unconscious bias to be at 
play when it comes to university admissions decisions, particularly for 
courses which attract a high ratio of well-qualified applicants per course 
places available. This is because although information about applicants’ 
ethnic origins is not shared with universities prior to admissions deci-
sions being made, admissions selectors do see a range of other infor-
mation that are likely to give clues as to ethnic origin (and gender and 
social class background). Admissions selectors see each applicant’s name, 
which may connote membership of a particular ethnic group, particu-
larly for Asian applicants but also potentially for applicants from the 
Black Caribbean and Black African groups. Admissions selectors see 
each applicant’s home address and the school they attend, which may 
also be suggestive of ethnicity given the high degree of residential con-
centration of British ethnic minority communities (although this has 
been decreasing over time, see Catney 2015). Admissions selectors also 
see what an applicant says about themselves in their personal state-
ments, where language use or references made to personal experiences 
and interests may also signal an applicant’s ethnicity. For courses which 
require shortlisted applicants to attend a formal interview, an applicant’s 
ethnicity (and gender and social class) are of course likely to be highly 
visible. These signals as to an applicant’s ethnicity may lead admissions 
selectors to make biased decisions, perhaps based on an unconscious 
association of the applicant with societal stereotypes about their ethnic 
group, or an unconscious preference for recruiting students in their own 
(typically white upper-middle-class) image (ECU 2013).

There is evidence from labour market studies that applicant names 
do influence selection decisions. A UK study commission by the 
Department for Work and Pensions found that job applicants with 
White British sounding names were more likely to be shortlisted than 
applicants with names more commonly associated with British ethnic 
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minority groups (Wood et al. 2009). These findings echo the results of 
many similar studies in the US (see e.g. Pager 2009). The evidence in 
relation to higher education admissions is more limited than that for 
job hiring. However, in the UK, a now-dated study of medical school 
admissions found that applicants from ethnic minority groups were 
1.46 times less likely to be accepted even when qualifications and other 
factors were taken into account, and that those with non-European- 
sounding surnames were less likely to be offered places than other appli-
cants with comparable qualifications (McManus et al. 1995). More 
recent experimental evidence from the US found that identical emails 
from prospective postgraduate students were more likely to receive a 
response from US college professors if the sender’s name indicated they 
were white rather than African American, Hispanic, Indian or Chinese 
(Milkman et al. 2015).

In response to concerns about the possibility of unconscious bias in 
university admissions, the UK government has advocated that UCAS 
applications should be name-blind (Cameron 2015; DBIS 2016). But 
would simply removing applicants’ names mitigate the possible influ-
ence of unconscious bias on university admissions decisions? Even if it 
would, is it enough?

UCAS was tasked with consulting the higher education sector about 
the proposal and reported its findings and recommendations in August 
2016 (UCAS 2016c). UCAS reported that respondents to the consul-
tation raised concerns about the efficacy of simply removing applicant 
names from the top of application forms given that names are likely 
to appear elsewhere on the form, for example in an applicant’s email 
address or teacher’s reference, and given that other information pro-
vided could still provide clues as to an applicant’s ethnicity, including 
the applicant’s home address, school attended, personal statement, 
qualifications taken in another language, and so on. Respondents also 
expressed concerns that going name-blind would prove detrimental 
to attempts to take positive action to support applicants from ethnic 
minority backgrounds and other under-represented groups, for exam-
ple by making it more difficult to use contextual data in admissions or 
to target ‘conversion’ activities focused on encouraging applicants from 
under-represented groups to accept offers of places.
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These criticisms of name-blind admissions notwithstanding, UCAS’s 
first of seven recommendations was that name-blind admissions should be 
piloted locally by higher education providers, so as to “test its applicability 
to HE admissions, its efficacy in addressing concerns about unconscious 
bias, and to better understand the likely costs of a widespread implemen-
tation” (UCAS 2016c: 15). It was subsequently announced that name-
blind admissions trials would be implemented for selected courses at the 
universities of Exeter, Huddersfield, Liverpool and Winchester during the 
2016/2017 admissions cycle.4 This may yield useful quasi-experimental 
data, but it is unlikely to lead to name-blind admissions being rolled out 
nationally because of the impracticalities mentioned above.

But more importantly, even if it was practicable to disguise appli-
cants’ ethnic backgrounds on their UCAS application forms, such a 
move would fail to address the underlying causes of any ethnic bias in 
offer making. If admissions decisions are influenced by conscious or 
unconscious bias, then the solution is not to remove information that 
triggers those biases, but to develop processes and foster cultures in 
which such biases are recognised and redressed, and not just at the point 
of admissions, but across all domains of university life. Name-blind 
admissions, even if it could be done, would not be enough.

Developing Genuinely Inclusive Practices 
and Cultures Within the Academy

Rather attempting to disguise the ethnicity of university applicants, 
whether by removing names from UCAS forms or by other means, uni-
versities need to face the problem of possible unconscious bias more 
frontally. This means universities looking closely and critically not  
only at current practices within the university, but also at the wider 
institutional culture.

4At Exeter, Huddersfield, Liverpool at Winchester in 2015, the overall net gap in offer rates 
between Black and white applicants was 3.7, 1.6, 2.7, and 2.2 percentage points respectively, 
while that between Asian and white applicants was 0.5, 4.5, 2.4 and 1.0 percentage points 
respectively.
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In terms of practices, universities could provide equality and diversity 
and unconscious bias training to those involved in the selection of students. 
Many universities already train staff to understand and follow equalities 
legislation, and to be recognise and take steps to mitigate unconscious bias, 
when recruiting to academic and administrative posts within the university. 
This kind of training could be rolled out to those involved in the selection 
of students, drawing on the unconscious bias training materials produced 
for the higher education sector by the ECU (2013). Encouragingly, 
Supporting Professionalism in Admissions has produced a good practice 
guide focusing specifically on university admissions (SPA 2015), and has 
begun offering unconscious bias training courses to universities nationally, 
in line with UCAS’s second recommendation to the sector.

UCAS has also recommended that universities institute a system of 
double-checking rejected applications (UCAS recommendation 4); that 
they proactively monitor their own admissions data throughout the 
admissions cycle with a view to identifying and addressing any illegitimate 
gaps in offer rates by ethnic group (UCAS recommendation 3); that they 
engage in and with research examining whether and if so how uncon-
scious bias influences admissions decisions (recommendation 5); and that 
they consider what other steps may need to be taken to address ethnic dis-
parities in admissions chances where they occur (recommendation 7).

Unlike the proposal for name-blind UCAS forms, the above recom-
mendations from UCAS would be steps in the right direction. But it is 
notable that they focus exclusively on institutional practices, with little 
said about wider institutional cultures. This is problematic given that 
ethnic inequalities in higher education are not confined to admissions, 
but are evident in all domains of university life. Research shows that eth-
nic minority students and staff commonly experience institutional and 
personal racism within the academy, both subtle and overt (NUS 2011; 
Pilkington 2011). Moreover, ethnic minority students graduate with 
significantly lower marks on average than white students who entered 
university with the same A-level grades, with rates of achieving a first 
or upper second class degree around fifteen percentage points lower for 
students from ethnic minority backgrounds as compared to compara-
bly qualified white students (HEFCE 2015). It is also clear that ethnic 
minorities are significantly under-represented among academics working 
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in UK universities and face institutional bias when applying for academic 
jobs and for internal promotion (Arday 2015; Bhopal and Jackson 2013). 
All of this indicates that ethnic bias within UK universities, unconscious 
or otherwise, is not confined to admissions decision-making but is wide-
spread. This in turn indicates that the solution requires change not only 
to institutional processes, but to wider institutional cultures too.

If unconscious ethnic bias exists in the academy (and all the more 
so if conscious ethnic bias exists), there is an urgent need for universi-
ties to work harder to actively foster an institutional culture which is 
genuinely inclusive and which genuine values diversity. Researchers have 
documented the failure of equality and diversity policies which focus on 
institutional practices but do not address institutional cultures; the mere 
existence of equality and diversity policy documents has been noted 
to foster the illusion that problems have been dealt with, and to result 
in continuing bias and discrimination being ignored or downplayed 
(Pilkington 2011; Ahmed 2015). More is needed besides good inten-
tions on paper even where these result in piecemeal changes to practice.

A valuable model of how universities can begin to develop genu-
inely inclusive institutional cultures is provided by the ECU through 
its development of a Race Equality Charter since 2012. Application to 
ECU for Charter membership requires unequivocal recognition of the 
fact that ethnic inequalities in higher education exist and that long-
term institutional cultural change is needed to remedy them, together 
with a commitment from the Vice-Chancellor and senior management 
team to take action.5 Participating universities can then work towards 
a Race Equality Chartermark which is awarded to institutions that are 
able to demonstrate how their commitment to these principles translate 
effectively into practice. So far, only 25 of the UK’s 130+ higher educa-
tion institutions have signed up to the Charter, and just 8 have met the 
standard required to receive a first-level (bronze) Charter Mark award. 
Widespread take-up of Race Equality Charter membership in the future 
offers one of the best hopes of successfully tackling ethnic bias within 
higher education in admissions and beyond.

5http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter/about-race-equality-charter/.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter/about-race-equality-charter/
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Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the attainment (and specifically with the 
under-attainment) of ethnic minority students in UK higher education. 
First, I will review the evidence that shows that the academic attainment of 
ethnic minority students who have been awarded first degrees is less than 
that of White students. Second, I will describe an explanation for this dis-
parity in attainment based upon the experience of people from different 
ethnic minorities in the US, but I will suggest that it does not fit the UK 
situation. Third, I will consider whether there are differences between White 
students and ethnic minority students in their experience of higher educa-
tion. Finally, I will indicate what further research is needed on this topic.

First, however, a few preliminary remarks. I use the term ‘ethnicity’ 
in preference to the term ‘race’, because the latter is associated with long 
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discredited theories concerning human behaviour, character and social 
organisation (Platt 2011: 71–72; Fenton 1996; Tobias 1996). The labels 
used to identify different ethnic groups differ from country to coun-
try and evolve over time in each country. As Fenton (1996) remarked 
in commenting on the classification used in a previous UK census, 
the categories are a mixture based partly on skin colour and partly on 
national, regional or continental origin. They mainly reflect the messy 
cultural and colonial history of the UK. Nevertheless, they are valid to 
the extent that people from different ethnic groups are prepared to use 
them to describe themselves.

Information about the ethnicity of students in UK higher educa-
tion is based on their self-identification at the time of their registration: 
that is, they are asked to choose an ethnic group with which they most 
identify from a list similar to that used in the national census. Certain 
minority groups (such as Travellers or people with an Irish background) 
are included in the category ‘White’, but the relevant subcategories are 
not used consistently across the different nations that constitute the 
UK and are not employed in published statistics regarding students in 
higher education. Consequently, research using these statistics tends to 
suggest that the category of White students is both homogeneous and 
unproblematic, when neither is the case (Platt 2011: 74–75; Bird 1996: 
96–97; Fenton 1996). Moreover, educational researchers tend to use the 
expression ‘ethnic minority’ (or ‘minority ethnic’) to refer only to non-
White students. Although strictly incorrect, this practice will be fol-
lowed in this chapter.

First-Degree Attainment in White and Ethnic 
Minority Students

In previous research into the attainment of White and ethnic minor-
ity students in the UK, the most common index of attainment is based 
on the classification of first degrees. These are usually designated by the 
title of ‘Bachelor’, although enhanced degrees taken by students intend-
ing to be professional scientists and engineers are commonly designated 
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by the title of ‘Master’, as are degrees in the humanities and social 
sciences conferred by the four Ancient Scottish universities (Aberdeen, 
Edinburgh, Glasgow and St. Andrews). Most programmes lead to 
degrees that are awarded with honours; these are usually classified as 
first, second or third class, and the second class is usually categorised 
into an upper division and a lower division. A degree that is awarded 
with either first-class or upper second-class honours is often described as 
a ‘good’ degree.

Students from ethnic minorities in the UK are less likely to obtain 
good degrees than are White students. Connor et al. (1996) sur-
veyed students who had graduated from four institutions of higher 
education in 1993. They found that 65% of the White students had 
obtained good degrees, but that only 39% of the non-White students 
had obtained good degrees. Subsequently, this pattern was confirmed 
in analyses based on UK-domiciled graduates from all UK institu-
tions of higher education (Social Mobility Advisory Group 2016: 19; 
Richardson 2008, 2015; Fielding et al. 2008; Broecke and Nicholls 
2007; Elias et al. 2006; Leslie 2005; Connor et al. 2004; Naylor and 
Smith 2004; Owen et al. 2000).

However, the overall proportion of students awarded good degrees 
has increased over this period, rising to 73.2% in 2015–2016 (Higher 
Education Statistics Agency 2017). To compare the results obtained 
in different years, it is necessary to convert the raw percentages to 
odds ratios. If the probability of the members of one group exhibiting 
a particular outcome is p (for example, 0.60), the odds of this are p/
(1 − p ) (that is, 0.60/0.40 or 1.50). If the probability of the members 
of another group exhibiting the same outcome is q (for example, 0.70), 
the odds of this are q/(1 − q ) (that is, 0.70/0.30 or 2.33). The ratio 
between these odds is 1.50/2.33 = 0.64. In other words, the odds of the 
members of the first group exhibiting the relevant outcome are 64% 
of the odds of the members of the second group exhibiting that out-
come. Odds ratios vary from 0 (when p = 0 or q = 1) to infinity (when 
p = 1 or q = 0), and an odds ratio of 1 means that there is no differ-
ence in the odds of the two groups exhibiting the outcome in question  
(when p = q ).
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Table 5.1 shows the odds ratios comparing students from different 
non-White ethnic groups with White students in terms of the pro-
portions of good degrees and first-class degrees over the last 20 years. 
Overall, the odds of a non-White student obtaining a good degree 
are about half those of a White student obtaining a good degree. The 
attainment gap is greater in Black students than in Asian students, and 
it is greater in Asian students than in students of Chinese, Mixed or 
Other ethnicity. This pattern has been broadly consistent from one year 
to another. In general, the odds ratios relating to the attainment of first-
class honours are similar to the odds ratios relating to the attainment 
of good degrees. The latter show no systematic change over the last 
20 years, but the former show an increase for seven of the nine ethnic 
groups in the most recent data.

Previous research showed persistent differences in attainment among 
ethnic minority students (Richardson 2008). For instance, the trend 
for Asian and Black students to be less likely to obtain good degrees 
than White students is greater in older students than in younger stu-
dents, greater in women than in men, and greater in some subjects 
than in others. The attainment gap in Asian students is greatest in 
those who take combined degrees and least in those who take degrees 
in medicine and dentistry1; and the attainment gap in Black students 
is greatest in those who take combined degrees and least in those who 
take degrees in agriculture. The trend for Asian and Black students to 
be less likely to obtain good degrees than White students is greater in 
part-time students than in full-time students and is greater at ‘new’ uni-
versities (mainly former polytechnics that have become chartered insti-
tutions since 1992) than at ‘Russell Group’ universities (high-ranking 
research-intensive institutions).

1In the UK, degrees that qualify students to practise medicine, dentistry or veterinary science are 
not classified. However, many of these students take intercalated or intermediate degrees after 
their second or third year of study, and these are classified in the usual manner. Richardson and 
Woodley (2003) found that these students were more likely to obtain good degrees and were 
more likely to obtain first-class honours than were students in any other subjects. Nevertheless, 
on the basis of a systematic review and meta-analysis of the research literature, Woolf et al. (2011) 
concluded that non-White students consistently performed less well than White students at all 
levels of UK medical education.
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Researchers using econometric techniques have confirmed that White 
students are still more likely to obtain good degrees than students from 
other ethnic groups when the effects of other demographic and insti-
tutional variables have been statistically controlled (Student Ethnicity 
2010; Broecke and Nicholls 2007; Naylor and Smith 2004). Even 
so, when the effects of entry qualifications have been statistically con-
trolled, the odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Asian and White stu-
dents being awarded good degrees increases from 0.50 to 0.71, while 
the odds ratio comparing the likelihood of Black and White students 
being awarded good degrees increases from 0.33 to 0.60 (Richardson 
2008). Thus, about half of the disparity in attainment between White 
students and non-White students is attributable to differences in their 
entry qualifications. The under-attainment of many ethnic minorities in 
UK secondary education is, of course, well-documented (Casey 2016: 
81–83; Equality and Human Rights Commission 2015: 23–24).

Explaining the Attainment Gap

Nearly 40 years ago, in a classic analysis of differential attainment, 
Ogbu (1978) pointed out that, across a variety of countries, structural 
inequalities tended to impair the educational aspirations and achieve-
ment of people from ethnic minorities. He subsequently elaborated this 
account in writing about differences across ethnic groups in high-school 
attainment in the US (Ogbu 1983, 1987). He distinguished between 
two different kinds of ethnic minority: ‘immigrant minorities’ who 
had migrated voluntarily to their host societies and ‘caste-like minori-
ties’ who had been incorporated into those societies involuntarily. Ogbu 
suggested that poor motivation and attainment were a characteristic 
of students from the latter groups but not of students from the former 
groups. This appeared to provide a plausible explanation for the rela-
tively good attainment of Chinese, Japanese and Filipino students in 
the US (whom Ogbu characterised as immigrant minorities) and the 
relatively poor attainment of Black and Hispanic students in the US 
(whom he characterised as caste-like minorities). A similar analysis was 
provided more recently by Chua and Rubenfeld (2014).
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A second tenet in Ogbu’s account was that members of caste-like (or 
‘involuntary’) minorities exhibited ‘cultural inversion’: ‘the tendency 
for members of one population, in this case involuntary minorities, to 
regard certain forms of behaviors, certain events, symbols and meanings 
as not appropriate for them because they are characteristic of  members 
of another population (e.g., white Americans)’ (Ogbu 1987: 323).  
In particular, Black students were led to reject the beliefs, attitudes 
and behaviour that would support high attainment because they 
were regarded as ‘acting White’; consequently, these students became 
 disengaged from their studies and were more likely to experience  
academic failure (Fordham and Ogbu 1986).

Others have criticised Ogbu’s analysis (Comeaux and Jayakumar 
2007), and it certainly does not provide an adequate fit to the situation 
in UK higher education. First, it should be noted that Asian and Black 
students are members of ethnic groups who originally migrated to the 
UK voluntarily. They would therefore count as immigrant minorities 
on Ogbu’s theory, and their academic attainment would be expected to 
match that of White students. Nevertheless, Table 5.1 shows that both 
groups have been consistently less likely than White students to obtain 
good degrees and less likely to obtain first-class degrees.

The idea that ethnic minority students reject the beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviour associated with participation in higher education also does 
not fit the facts. Connor et al. (2004: 42–43) estimated that in 2001–
2002 the participation rate in UK higher education was 38% for White 
people but 56% for people from ethnic minorities. More recently, the 
Department for Education (2015: 10) reported that in 2012–2013 
45% of White school-leavers entered higher education in the UK com-
pared with 64% of Asian and 62% of Black school-leavers. In fact, 
the higher participation rate of people from ethnic minorities could 
be taken as a factor in the under-attainment of students from ethnic 
minorities if one assumes that entrants to higher education are drawn 
from the upper region of some distribution of ability (Leslie 2005). On 
this assumption, ‘more will mean worse’ (Amis 1960: 8) because average 
attainment will vary inversely with the participation rate. Even so, most 
researchers consider that differences in the qualifications of entrants 
to UK higher education between White students and ethnic minority 
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students are more likely to be due to inequities in attainment in second-
ary education (Richardson 2008).

Experiences of White and Ethnic Minority 
Students

As noted earlier, White students are still more likely to obtain good 
degrees than students from other ethnic groups when differences in 
their entry qualifications have been taken into account. Some have 
suggested that poor attainment in ethnic minority students is due to 
the nature of their interactions with their teachers and other students 
(Comeaux and Jayakumar 2007). More specifically, it has been argued 
that students from ethnic minorities encounter discriminatory teach-
ing and assessment practices or more subtle exclusionary attitudes and 
behaviour on the part of their teachers and classmates (Osler 1999).  
A survey by Connor et al. (2004) found no clear evidence that any 
group of ethnic minority students felt disadvantaged in comparison 
with White students, but several small-scale qualitative studies reviewed 
by Singh (2011: 29–30) suggested that the experience of ethnic minor-
ity students was unsatisfactory in certain respects.

In the National Student Survey, which is administered annually to 
final-year students in most UK institutions of higher education, White 
students do tend to give more favourable ratings of their programmes 
than Asian or Black students. However, the effects are small and only 
achieve statistical significance because of the very large sample size 
(around 150,000 students in each of the first three years of the Survey’s 
administration). The effects are also inconsistent from year to year 
(Fielding et al. 2008; Surridge 2008). Richardson (2015) concluded 
that any differences in the experience of higher education in White and 
ethnic minority students were not sufficient to explain the dramatic dif-
ferences in their attainment.

Mountford-Zimdars et al. (2015) considered the possible fac-
tors responsible for variations in student attainment in higher edu-
cation. They identified four kinds of factor: curricula and learning; 
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relationships between staff and students; social, cultural and economic 
capital; and psychosocial and identity factors. They concluded:

The most effective interventions reduce gaps in outcomes by making 
improvements to the students’ learning, boosting their engagement in HE 
[higher education], enhancing their wider student experience, and rais-
ing their confidence and resilience levels. Damaging psychological effects 
can arise from stereotyping, particularly the negative effects on students’ 
self-confidence if HE staff or peers project bias, either consciously or 
unconsciously. Universal interventions avoid stereotyping, but targeted 
interventions remain necessary and useful in cases where the needs of spe-
cific student groups require systematic attention. (iii)

The researchers’ framework proved to be useful in a subsequent investi-
gation into differential attainment among medical students and trainee 
doctors (Woolf et al. 2016). Unfortunately, the analysis presented by 
Mountford-Zimdars et al. is limited because it conflated variations in 
attainment related to socio-economic background, disability and eth-
nicity. The researchers also treated students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds, disabled students and ethnic minority students as homo-
geneous populations. Most important, both their investigation and that 
of Woolf et al. (2016) reported the perceptions of key stakeholders (pro-
fessional groups, learned societies, funding agencies and student organ-
isations in the former case; students, teachers and trainers in the latter 
case) and did not provide any objective evidence regarding the causes of 
differential attainment.

Differential Attainment at the Module Level

National statistics on the classes of first degrees awarded by UK higher 
education institutions are collected by the Higher Education Statistics 
Agency (HESA). However, HESA does not collect data on the attain-
ment of postgraduate students, and hence little is known about the 
attainment of postgraduate students from ethnic minorities. However, 
Woolf et al. (2011) found that the attainment gap between White 
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and ethnic minority medical students was similar on postgraduate and 
undergraduate programmes. This suggests that there may well be signif-
icant under-attainment on the part of ethnic minority students on post-
graduate programmes in other subjects, too.

On undergraduate programmes, a student’s class of degree is usu-
ally determined by the marks or grades achieved on individual course 
units or modules. Factors responsible for variations in the proportion of 
good degrees are thus likely to have affected attainment at the module 
level. Evidence on the role of ethnicity in student attainment has been 
obtained in the case of students who were taking courses with the Open 
University, which was created in 1969 to provide degree programmes by 
distance education across the UK. The University accepts all applicants 
over the normal minimum age of 16 onto most of its undergraduate 
modules without imposing any formal entry requirements. It also has 
a long-standing commitment to equal opportunities in both education 
and employment.

Despite this, the attainment gap in ethnic minority students who 
graduate from the Open University is similar to the attainment gap in 
ethnic minority students who have studied part-time at other UK insti-
tutions of higher education (Richardson 2009). At the module level, 
most groups of ethnic minority students are less likely than White stu-
dents to complete their courses; most groups of ethnic minority stu-
dents are less likely than White students to pass the courses that they 
have completed; and most groups of ethnic minority students are less 
likely than White students to obtain grades that would merit the award 
of a good degree (Richardson 2012a, b). In short, ethnic minority stu-
dents are less likely than White students to be awarded good degrees 
simply because they are less likely to achieve the grades that would 
merit the award of a good degree.

Might the attainment gap in ethnic minority students be due 
to the nature of the feedback that they receive for their assignments? 
Richardson et al. (2015) examined four assignments that had been 
submitted by each of 470 ethnic minority students and 470 matched 
White students for an introductory arts module (making 3760 assign-
ments in total). Consistent with previous research, the Asian and Black 
students had received lower marks for their assignments than did White 
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students. The students’ tutors had provided feedback on the assign-
ments by adding their marginal comments to the electronic versions of 
the documents. A computer system was used to categorise this feedback 
based on a scheme originally devised by Bales (1950). There were only 
small differences between the ethnic minority students and the White 
students in terms of the kinds of feedback that they received, and these 
disappeared when the marks that they had received for their assign-
ments were had been taken into account. These results indicate that stu-
dents from all ethnic groups receive feedback that is commensurate with 
their marks. It follows that the origins of the attainment gap in ethnic 
minority students need to be sought elsewhere.

Conclusions

In UK higher education, differences in academic attainment between 
White students and ethnic minority students are ubiquitous and have 
persisted for many years. The UK is not unique in this regard. In the 
US, for instance, Black, Hispanic, and Native American students are 
less likely to complete programmes of study in higher education (Swail 
2003), and they tend to obtain lower grade-point averages than White 
students (Horn et al. 2002: 68). In the Netherlands, ethnic minor-
ity students (mainly those with parents from the Antilles, Morocco, 
Surinam, or Turkey) tend to show poorer retention and take longer 
to graduate (Severiens et al. 2006; Hofman and Van Den Berg 2003). 
They also tend to obtain fewer credits and lower grades than students 
from the White ethnic majority (Severiens and Wolff 2008).

In the UK, at least, these differences in attainment are only partly 
explained by ethnic differences in students’ entry qualifications. The 
factors that are responsible for the ethnic differences in attainment that 
remain when differences in entry qualifications have been taken into 
account have yet to be identified. The magnitude of ethnic differences 
in academic attainment varies from one institution to another and from 
one subject area to another (Richardson 2015). This suggests that they 
result, at least in part, from the teaching and assessment practices that 
are adopted in different institutions and in different academic subjects. 
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However, precisely which aspects of teaching and assessment practices 
might be responsible for variations in the attainment gap has yet to be 
determined.

Other research carried out at the Open University indicates that 
quantitative variations in the attainment of students from different 
ethnic groups are not reflected in concomitant qualitative variations 
in their experiences of studying. In particular, there seems to be little 
difference among students from different ethnic groups in their percep-
tions of the academic quality of their courses, in their ratings of their 
overall satisfaction with their courses, in their ratings of their own per-
sonal development as a result of taking those courses, or in their aca-
demic engagement with their courses (Richardson 2009, 2011).

Perhaps the most important point to make is that the attainment gap 
in ethnic minority students is a finding that is correlational rather than 
causal in nature (Richardson 2012a). Ethnicity per se is almost certainly 
not the effective variable influencing students’ academic attainment. 
Rather, it is a proxy for other factors that are confounded with students’ 
ethnicity. The key task for future research is to identify those factors.
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Introduction

This chapter seeks to provide a more comprehensive analysis than 
 hitherto available of the ethnic differences in higher education and 
access to professional-managerial (salariat) positions in contemporary 
UK society by linking ethnicity with generational status, family class 
and gender. For this purpose, I draw on the most authoritative data 
from the Labour Force Survey (2014–2015). The large sample size of 
the dataset makes it possible to differentiate ethnic groups and gen-
erational statuses in a more refined way than usually found in ethnic 
research, and the availability of information on parental class, together 
with ethnicity, generation, gender and other characteristics, offers a 
unique opportunity to simultaneously analyse the social foundations 
of ethnic differences in higher education and access to the salariat in a 
thorough and systematic manner.
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The importance of higher education for career advancement is 
 undisputed. Trying to obtain high levels of education by immigrants of 
ethnic minority heritages and their children in the ‘receiving’ society is 
a strategic investment in human capital to avoid discrimination and to 
ensure success in the labour market (Becker 1962). Social scientists have 
conducted a great deal of research on the sources and the consequences 
of ethnic differences in educational and occupational attainment, but 
such research has usually been conducted in separate manners. This 
chapter studies the linkage of higher education and access to the salariat 
whilst controlling for ethno-generational status, parental class and gen-
der differences. It is this linkage which will make the present research a 
unique contribution to ethnic studies in the UK context.

It has often been observed that large-scale immigration since the 
Second World War has changed the socio-demographic landscapes  
of many developed societies. In the UK, for instance, the proportion 
of ethnic minorities in the population has increased nearly five-fold 
from less than 3% in the early 1950s to 15% in 2011 (Cheung and  
Heath 2007; ONS 2011). A substantial and increasing proportion of 
members of ethnic minority heritages belong to the second or higher 
generations. The continuing influx of migrants who came as adults or 
children, and the increasing numbers of ethnic minority heritages who 
were born in the country have created an on-going and imperative need 
to study the status, progress and obstacles of their integration into the 
socio-economic fabric of contemporary UK society in terms of acquir-
ing human capital and gaining access to labour market position as com-
mensurate with the human capital and as representing equal returns to 
the majority group.

Given the importance of social equality and ethnic integration, 
many studies have been carried out on educational and labour market 
attainment of the ethnic minorities in the UK. Yet due to the lack of 
key variables on some crucial domains such as parental class or gener-
ational status, few studies have managed to examine the link between 
higher education and access to the salariat whilst taking into account 
crucial influences exerted by parental class positions or generational 
changes. For instance, Lessard-Phillips and Li (2017) examined ethnic 
educational attainment at degree levels for multiple generations but 
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did not link it to occupational attainment. A large number of studies 
looked at the ethnic situation in the labour market and found marked 
ethnic disadvantages but were unable to examine parental class influ-
ences. People of ethnic minority origins, even the second generation, 
were found to have fewer chances in training (Bhattacharyya et al. 
2003), and to face ‘hyper-cyclical unemployment’, namely, to experi-
ence much higher levels of unemployment during economic downturns 
when they were three or four times as likely to be unemployed as their 
white peers (Li and Heath 2008; Heath and Li 2008; Li 2010); they 
were also less likely to find themselves in professional-managerial posi-
tions (Li and Heath 2010), and tended to receive significantly lower pay 
than did their white peers (Li 2012; Breach and Li 2017). Similar find-
ings are reported in Iganski and Payne (1999), Dustmann and Fabbri 
(2005), Berthoud and Blekesaune (2006). Employer bias and discrimi-
nation against members of ethnic minority origins is shown to underlie 
much of the ethnic disadvantage (Wood et al. 2009). Disadvantages in 
employment, occupation and earnings as faced by members of ethnic 
minority heritages who possess similar educational qualifications and 
who share similar personal characteristics to those of the majority group 
are termed ‘ethnic penalties’ by Heath and McMahon (1997: 91).

Ethnic penalties exhibit themselves most notably in unemployment 
but for those fortunate enough to be in employment, the disadvantages 
in career advancement are shown to be mitigated (Cheung and Heath 
2007). Previous studies of ethnic minority disadvantage in the labour 
market tend to use the micro data from the Censuses of the Population 
or the Labour Force Survey. These data sources contain large sample 
sizes as needed for ethnic research but they do not have information on 
parental class. When more refined analysis is conducted, such as exam-
ining the ethnic situation by generational status, the sample sizes for 
the ethno-generational groupings become quite small, making it neces-
sary to limit the analysis to only a few (usually three or four) groups  
per generation (Cheung and Heath 2007: 532–533). When infor-
mation on family class is available, researchers turned to study ethnic  
social mobility. For instance, Heath and McMahon (2005) compared 
the mobility profiles between minority and majority groups. They 
found that Black Caribbean, Indian and Pakistani/Bangladeshi men 
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were well behind white men in gaining access to the most advantaged 
occupational positions. Yet the small samples used in the study meant 
that they had to confine the analysis to only a few groups. Li and 
Devine (2011, 2014) were unable to differentiate generational changes 
due to data limitations. Similarly, Platt (2005) confined her mobility 
analysis to Indians and Black Caribbeans. More recently, Li and Heath 
(2016) used datasets that contain large samples, parental class and gen-
erational status. They analysed parental effects on both unemployment 
risks and access to the salariat, and found that parental class played a 
highly important role in both respects. Similar to Cheung and Heath 
(2007), they found that first-generation Black Caribbean and Pakistani 
men were disadvantaged, being 10 and 15 percentage points behind 
white men in the salariat, but the second generation were generally 
doing well. Yet, they did not focus on higher education.

The foregoing discussion of the recent research on ethnic differences 
in Britain suggests two main features. Firstly, wherever data sources per-
mit, researchers would take the advantage and include parental class, 
ethnicity and generational status as ascriptive factors (or as interrelated 
domains of social origin) which have been shown to have a powerful 
impact on education and, through this, on occupational attainment. 
The interrelationship between the expanded domains of origin, edu-
cation and destination would, as shown in Fig. 6.1, constitute a refor-
mulated OED specifically designed for research on ethnic integration, 
just as the classic model is for the general population (Goldthorpe 
1996). The limited use of this framework is mainly due to data con-
straints. Secondly, a finer-grained distinction is needed on the concept 
of ‘ethnic penalty’. Disadvantages in unemployment and low class posi-
tions as faced by the first generations certainly reflect but cannot be 
entirely attributed to racial discrimination, as other factors such as reli-
gion, poor human capital (overseas qualifications, poor English, unfa-
miliarity with the local labour market) and lack of social capital may 
all play a role (Heath and Martin 2012). First-generation disadvantages 
are thus at least partially attributable to ‘migrant penalty’ associated 
with the disruptive processes of migration. Yet, labour market disad-
vantages faced by the second generation who have British education 
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and who face no language difficulties cannot be due to the disruptive 
processes of migration, and can be properly termed as ‘ethnic penalty’. 
This is especially true amongst those who possess higher levels of edu-
cation obtained in UK universities. The degree to which ethnic penalty 
persists is a litmus test of social equality of British society. The differ-
entiation between migrant and ethnic penalties thus calls for analyses 
of ethnic differences by generation, between those who came as adults 
or who were born in the country. In between are those who came as 
children or young adults, such as those arriving between ages 6 and 16 
who received partial education in Britain, a group of people called the 
1.5th generation in the literature (Rumbaut 2004; Lessard-Phillips and 
Li 2017). If ethnic penalty declines, it would be more noticeable in the 
attenuation of penalties in obtaining higher education and in gaining 
access to more advantaged occupational positions from the 1.5th to the 
2nd generation.

With these considerations in mind, this chapter seeks to address the 
following questions:

Generation

Education

Origin Family class

Ethnicity Destination

Fig. 6.1 A framework of analysis—ethno-generational status, class origin, and 
educational and occupational attainment (Note Double-headed arrows on dot-
ted lines indicate associations and single-headed arrows on solid lines indicate 
causation. Ethnicity, generational status and family class are indicators of origin)
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1. How much difference is there both between the minority and the 
majority and among the minority groups in terms of degree-level 
education?

2. Do ethnic minorities find the same returns to higher education as enjoyed 
by the majority in terms of gaining access to the professional-managerial 
salariat?

3. Is there evidence of progress for the ethnic minorities over genera-
tions in both higher education and salariat access?

4. What roles do parental class and gender play in attainment of 
higher education and privileged occupation over and above ethno- 
generational status?

Data and Methods

In order to address the research questions as outlined above, I will use 
the combined data from the third quarters of the labour force survey 
(LFS) of 2014 and 2015. The LFS is a longstanding government survey 
conducted since 1981 and has been much used by academic and gov-
ernment researchers. The reason for using this data source for the pres-
ent study is that it has a large sample size and contains, for the first time 
in its history, information for parental class. As one of the most author-
itative social surveys in the country, it also contains rich information on 
ethnicity, generation, educational qualification, employment status and 
occupational position, as well as many other demographic attributes, 
which makes it ideal for the present purposes. The response rates of the 
LFS are high, and the data files including technical reports are available 
at http://ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/key-data.aspx#/tab-uk-surveys.

The coding of the key variables (ethnicity, generational status, educa-
tion, own and parental class) is adopted from standard practice (Cheung 
and Heath 2007; Li and Heath 2016; Lessard-Phillips and Li 2017). 
The analysis is confined to the working-age population, namely, age 
16–65 for men and 16–63 for women excluding full-time students. 
Limiting the analysis to valid cases on education, ethnicity, generation, 
and parental class results in an analytical sample of 82,026, which is the 
best dataset currently available with all the crucial variables contained in  

http://ukdataservice.ac.uk/get-data/key-data.aspx#/tab-uk-surveys
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one single source permitting detailed and simultaneous analysis of the 
ethnic stratification in higher education and access to the salariat in the 
UK. As ethnic minorities are generally younger than the majority group 
(by five years of age in the sample used), I use age-adjusted weighted 
analysis in this chapter following the procedure designed by Li and 
Heath (2016, note 12).

Results

I will start the analysis with higher education (first and higher degrees) 
and then move to access to the professional-managerial salariat. In each 
respect, I will begin with descriptive analysis before moving to statistical 
modelling.

The data in Table 6.1 show the educational distributions by 
 ethno-generational status, family class and gender. Before going into 
detailed discussion, I wish to point out that although the focus in this 
chapter is on higher education, it is important to have a detailed view of 
the educational distribution rather than just looking at higher education 
which would mask considerable ethnic disadvantages. Thus six edu-
cational categories are differentiated, from higher degree to the lowest 
level (primary education or no formal schooling). This more differenti-
ated view provides a fairly comprehensive educational profile in the UK. 
Differentiating the higher from the first degree as shown in the table 
has the advantage of allowing us to see the marked ethnic differences. 
For instance, 9% of the majority group (white UK) have higher degrees, 
as compared with 8 and 5% for Black Caribbeans and Bangladeshis 
respectively. Yet most other ethnic minority groups are more likely than 
the white UK respondents to have higher degrees, with white Irish and 
Indians being twice, and Chinese three times, as likely (17, 18 and 29% 
respectively).

If we group higher and first degrees together as ‘higher degree’, as will 
be the practice for the later analyses in this chapter, it can be seen that 
28% of the white UK have higher education, and 16% have the low-
est level (primary education or no formal schooling). Ethnic minorities 
are, as a whole, much more likely than the white UK to have higher 



110     Y. Li
Ta

b
le

 6
.1

 
Ed

u
ca

ti
o

n
al

 d
is

tr
ib

u
ti

o
n

 b
y 

et
h

n
ic

it
y,

 g
en

er
at

io
n

, f
am

ily
 c

la
ss

 a
n

d
 s

ex
 (

%
 b

y 
ro

w
)

N
o

te
 W

ei
g

h
te

d
 a

n
al

ys
es

 a
n

d
 u

n
w

ei
g

h
te

d
 N

s 
(t

h
e 

sa
m

e 
b

el
o

w
 f

o
r 

al
l a

n
al

ys
es

 in
 t

h
is

 c
h

ap
te

r)
So

u
rc

e 
Th

e 
La

b
o

u
r 

Fo
rc

e 
Su

rv
ey

 (
20

14
, 2

01
5 

q
u

ar
te

r 
3 

co
m

b
in

ed
, t

h
e 

sa
m

e 
b

el
o

w
 f

o
r 

al
l a

n
al

ys
es

 in
 t

h
is

 c
h

ap
te

r)

H
ig

h
er

 d
eg

re
e

Fi
rs

t 
d

eg
re

e
Su

b
-d

eg
re

e
H

ig
h

er
 s

ec
o

n
d

ar
y

Lo
w

er
 s

ec
o

n
d

ar
y

Pr
im

ar
y/

n
o

n
e

N

Et
h

n
ic

it
y

W
h

it
e 

U
K

9
19

10
13

33
16

70
,7

68
Et

h
n

ic
 m

in
o

ri
ty

14
28

8
10

14
25

11
,2

58
W

h
it

e 
Ir

is
h

17
24

12
12

16
20

47
2

W
h

it
e 

O
th

er
14

27
9

10
10

30
41

45
M

ix
ed

12
28

7
13

23
17

89
1

B
la

ck
 C

ar
ib

b
ea

n
8

18
10

14
30

20
73

2
B

la
ck

 A
fr

ic
an

15
28

12
9

15
22

10
16

In
d

ia
n

18
38

6
7

12
19

19
62

Pa
ki

st
an

i
11

21
5

11
18

33
12

42
B

an
g

la
d

es
h

i
5

24
5

12
18

34
43

8
C

h
in

es
e

29
32

5
5

9
20

36
0

G
en

er
at

io
n

1s
t 

G
en

15
27

9
8

10
31

82
83

1.
5t

h
 G

en
10

23
8

13
23

23
12

11
2n

d
 G

en
9

19
10

13
33

15
72

,5
32

Pa
re

n
ta

l c
la

ss
H

ig
h

er
 s

al
ar

ia
t

18
33

10
12

20
6

89
43

Lo
w

er
 s

al
ar

ia
t

18
32

11
12

20
6

14
,6

74
C

le
ri

ca
l

10
22

11
13

29
15

10
,5

50
O

w
n

-a
cc

o
u

n
t

8
17

10
13

35
18

95
62

Fo
re

m
en

 a
n

d
 t

ec
h

7
17

12
13

35
16

81
56

Se
m

i r
o

u
ti

n
e

5
13

10
12

37
23

12
,4

14
R

o
u

ti
n

e
5

10
8

11
37

29
12

,9
99

N
o

t 
em

p
lo

ye
d

4
11

7
12

33
33

47
28

Se
x

M
al

e
10

20
9

11
32

18
39

,7
43

Fe
m

al
e

10
20

11
13

29
16

42
,2

83
A

ll
10

20
10

12
31

17
82

,0
26



6 Unequal Returns: Higher Education and Access to the Salariat …     111

education but, at the same time, they are also more likely to have the 
lowest education: 42 and 25% as shown in the second row of the table.

Looking more closely at the data, we find clear evidence of both eth-
nic polarisation and ethnic stratification in education. With regard to 
the former, most ethnic groups are more likely to have higher educa-
tion but all groups are more concentrated in the lowest level, with white 
Other, Pakistani and Bangladeshi groups being twice as likely. With 
regard to the latter, only Black Caribbeans (at 26%) are slightly behind 
the white UK in higher education. Chinese and Indians are, at 61 and 
56%, well above the white UK; and even white Irish, white Other, 
Mixed and Black African groups are around 1.5 times as likely as the 
white UK to have higher education, at around 40–43% versus the 28% 
for the white UK. Given the evidence on both the polarisation and the 
stratification in educational distributions, any simple notions of ethnic 
disadvantage or advantage in education are likely to be incomplete.

Apart from ethnic differences, there are also notable generational 
changes. Over 42% of the first-generation and one third of the 1.5th 
generation 33% have higher education, both higher than the 28% by 
the majority group. Among the second generation, all ethnic minor-
ity groups are more likely to have higher education than the majority 
group, with 58% Black Africans and Indians, and 70% Chinese being 
in this category.

As would be expected from the large body of literature on the soci-
ology of education (Breen et al. 2009; Devine and Li 2013), there are 
striking parental class effects on educational attainment, with 52% of 
the respondents from higher-grade professional-managerial salariat 
families having higher education, which stands in sharp contrast to the 
15% from routine manual or non-employed families (the latter cate-
gory referring to families where neither parent was in gainful employ-
ment when the respondent was in the adolescent years, at around age 
14). The mirror image of this is the evidence on the lowest level of edu-
cation, with only 6% of the respondents from higher salariat families 
versus 33% of those from non-employed families being thus found. 
Gender differences are small, with women being slightly less likely than 
men to have the lowest level of education, at 16 and 18% respectively.
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The complex interplay of ethnicity, generation, parental class and 
gender in their effects on education requires more refined analysis to 
obtain net effects. Given this, I turn to multivariate analysis with logit 
regression focusing on higher education (first and higher degrees com-
bined). For ease of exposition, the coefficients from the logit models are 
turned into percentages using average marginal effects (AMEs)  models. 
The data (Table 6.2) thus represent percentage-point differences for 
each category relative to the reference group. Three models are con-
ducted: model 1 on ethno-generational status, model 2 adding parental 
class, and model further including age, age squared and gender. Note 
that the effects of age squared are absorbed in the age effects in the 
AME calculation.

Table 6.2 Average marginal effects (AME) on degree-level education

Note Reference groups are white UK, 2nd generation, parents in routine manual 
positions and male
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Ethnicity
White Irish 0.127*** 0.136*** 0.135***
White Other 0.112*** 0.135*** 0.117***
Mixed 0.108*** 0.104*** 0.094***
Black Caribbean −0.020 0.022 0.015
Black African 0.137*** 0.144*** 0.122***
Indian 0.282*** 0.284*** 0.267***
Pakistani 0.039** 0.103*** 0.084***
Bangladeshi 0.019 0.085*** 0.065**
Chinese 0.327*** 0.316*** 0.293***
Generation
1st Gen 0.023** −0.008 −0.018*
1.5th Gen −0.048*** −0.053*** −0.036**
Parental class
Higher salariat 0.365*** 0.355***
Lower salariat 0.353*** 0.342***
Clerical 0.168*** 0.168***
Own-account 0.093*** 0.089***
Foremen & tech 0.100*** 0.100***
Semi routine 0.035*** 0.037***
Not employed −0.002 −0.005
Age −0.001***
Female 0.009**
(N ) 82,026 82,026 82,026
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The data in model 1 of Table 6.2 suggest that, net of generational 
status, all ethnic minority groups, with the sole exceptions of Black 
Caribbeans and Bangladeshis, are more likely to have higher education 
than the majority, with the Chinese, Indians and Black Africans being 
33, 28, and 14 percentage points higher, white Irish, white Other and 
Mixed leading by 11–13 points, and Pakistanis by 4 points. Controlling 
for ethnicity, the 1st are slightly more likely than the majority group to 
have higher education, by 2 percentage points, but the 1.5th generation 
are less so, being around 5 points behind.

The parental class effects, net of ethnicity and generation, are strong 
and have clear gradients, as shown in model 2 of Table 6.2. People from 
higher salariat families have a lead of 36.5 percentage points over those 
from routine manual families in having higher education. As Pakistani/
Bangladeshi groups tend to come from more disadvantaged family posi-
tions, controlling for parental class shows that the two groups would be 
even more likely than the white UK to have higher education if they 
had similar parental class positions: an increase of approximately 6 per-
centage points in both cases.

Model 3 further controls for personal characteristics of age, age 
squared and gender. Even with all these factors taken into account, 
women are still found to have a higher educational profile than men,  
by around 1 percentage point in having first or higher degrees. Older 
people are less likely than younger ones to have higher education, which 
is understandable given the rapid expansion of higher education in the 
last few decades in the UK and in some other parts in the world. With 
the other covariates in the model taken into account, the ethnic effects 
in model 3 declined somewhat as compared with model 2, by 1 or 2 
percentage points for most ethnic groups. Yet the overwhelming evi-
dence still points to an ethnic premia: apart from Black Caribbeans, all 
other groups are more likely to have higher education than the majority. 
It is also the case that, other things being equal, the 1st and the 1.5th 
generation are less likely to have higher education.

Although all three models in Table 6.2 control for ethnicity and gen-
eration, they do not show separate ethnic differences by generation. To 
see such effects, I present, in Fig. 6.2, predicted probabilities of higher 
education on the basis of model 3 of Table 6.2.
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The data in Fig. 6.2 show that, among all three generational groups, 
the Black Caribbeans have no statistically significantly differences with 
the majority group in having higher education, nor do the 1st and 
the 1.5th generation Bangladeshis. Apart from these, all other ethno- 
generational groupings are significantly above the majority in having 
higher education. A closer scrutiny also reveals a three-tiered struc-
ture, with Chinese and Indians taking the lead, followed by white 
Irish, white Other, Mixed, and Black African groups, with white UK 
and Black Caribbean groups being the least likely to have higher educa-
tion. Generational progress is also visible for Pakistani and Bangladeshi 
groups, other things being equal. The findings with regard to the 2nd 
generation are similar to those by Cutz (2014: 180) although she was 
only able to analyse the situation for the four Asian groups.
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Fig. 6.2 Predictive margins with 95% confidence intervals on having degree-
level education by ethnicity and generation (Note The predicted probabilities 
are based on Model 3 of Table 6.2. G1: 1st generation, G1.5: 1.5th generation, 
G2: 2nd generation. WB: white UK, WI: white Irish, WO: white Other, M: Mixed, 
BC: Black Caribbean, BA: Black African, I: Indian, P: Pakistani, B: Bangladeshi, Ch: 
Chinese)
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Having discussed ethnic differences in higher education, I will now 
turn to ethnic differences in the labour market position. Previous 
research in this regard tends to focus on the economically active, in 
terms of unemployment rates (NEP 2007; Li and Heath 2008), occu-
pational positions (Platt 2005; Li and Heath 2010), or access to the 
professional-managerial salariat among the active (Cheung and Heath 
2007; Li and Heath 2016). Whilst such a focus is justifiable for the 
general population given the variegated reasons for inactivity, it is less 
desirable for the working-age and non-student population as used in the 
present study. It is reasonable to suggest that a sizeable portion of the 
economically inactive among this population, particularly those from 
ethnic minority backgrounds who tend to live in deprived areas with 
limited employment opportunities and elevated employer discrimina-
tion, may have involuntarily opted out of the labour market (Demireva 
and Heath 2017). Their cumulative experiences of job-seeking frustra-
tions might have suggested to them that ‘there is no job for me’. Such 
people are called ‘disillusioned seekers’ or ‘discouraged workers’ in the 
literature (Gallie 1988). It may also be pertinent to say that there is no 
clear-cut distinction between job-seeking and home-making activities, 
particularly for female members from some ethnic minority communi-
ties who may decide to stay at home or look for a job intermittently, 
pending on the prevailing family circumstances including caring 
responsibilities (Dale et al. 2002). Seen from this perspective, workless-
ness (unemployment and inactivity) may be taken as a particular, and 
more useful, form of disadvantage for the working-age population, with 
special regard to women in some ethnic minority groups. There may, 
to be sure, be genuine reasons for some people to stay out of the labour 
market, such as those with limiting long-term illness or heavy house-
hold responsibilities. Given these considerations, the following analy-
sis will firstly show a full picture of labour market position combining 
occupational and employment statuses and then focus on access to the 
professional-managerial salariat among the employed in the multivariate 
modelling.

Table 6.3 shows the gross ethnic differences in the labour market, 
with two major features. Firstly, most ethnic minority groups are under-
represented in the salariat, with Pakistanis and Bangladeshis falling 
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behind the majority group by a big margin (13 and 14 percentage 
points), even though they were, as seen earlier, somewhat more likely 
to have higher education than the white UK respondents. Secondly, 
looking under the last column, one finds that broadly the same eth-
nic minority groups who are underrepresented in the salariat are over-
represented in the routine manual and the workless positions, such as 
Pakistani, Bangladeshi and the two Black groups. The workless rates 
are markedly high for the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis. Further analysis 
shows that around 60% of the women in the two groups are economi-
cally inactive. There is also clear generational change, with the workless 
rates precipitating from 85% for the first generation to 34% for the sec-
ond generation of the Bangladeshi women.

Having looked at the gross differences between ethnic groups in the 
labour market position, let us move to the relative ones, focusing on 
access to the salariat. As Iganski and Payne (1996: 129) note, it is essen-
tial to analyse ethnic position in the labour market by examining gender 
effects separately. Furthermore, time commitment must also be taken 
into account as salariat jobs tend to require full-time commitment. 
Thus, in the modelling part, in addition to the covariates used for edu-
cational modelling, time commitment, educational qualification, health 
and martial status, and number of dependent children in the family will 
be controlled for, as these can be expected to have significant impacts on 
salariat access.

Table 6.3 Labour market position by ethnicity (percentage by row)

Salariat Intermediate Working class Non-employed

White UK 35 25 17 23
White Irish 52 17 9 22
White Other 33 24 26 17
Mixed 36 20 15 29
Black Caribbean 30 26 21 24
Black African 31 17 24 28
Indian 40 21 16 23
Pakistani 22 24 13 40
Bangladeshi 21 27 16 36
Chinese 45 17 11 26
All 35 25 17 23
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The data in Table 6.4 show the relative probability of being in the 
salariat, for men and women separately, and each with three models. For 
men, model 1 shows that Black Caribbeans, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis 
are significantly less likely to be in the salariat than white UK men. 
Parental class has, as can be expected, highly influential impacts, with 
men from higher salariat families being 31 percentage points more 
likely to be in the salariat positions themselves than their counterparts 
from routine manual working-class families, as shown in model 2. 
Interestingly, those from non-employed families are even less likely than 
those from routine manual families to be in the salariat, by 4.5 points, 
which is significant at the 0.001 level, showing a clear scarring effect. 
Education and other attributes of personal/family circumstances all 
show effects in the expected directions as seen in model 3. Importantly, 
with all these important factors taken into account, men in most ethnic 
minority groups show a lower probability of having salariat jobs than 
do white UK men with similar levels of education, similar personal 
characteristics, and similar family circumstances. Amidst the overall 
disadvantage, men of Black African, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi origins 
are particularly disadvantaged, being behind their white UK peers by 
around 9 percentage points.

Ethnic minority women are found to face lesser disadvantage than 
do their male counterparts. The most salient cases of disadvantage are 
those faced by Pakistani and Bangladeshi women but the reasons behind 
the differences seem chiefly attributable to personal and family circum-
stances. When family circumstances are taken into consideration, as 
shown in model 3, their disadvantages sharply declined.

Since this chapter is focused on higher education, an interesting 
question is whether ethnic minorities with first or higher degrees would 
have equal access to the salariat as do their white UK counterparts. For 
this, model 3 of Table 6.4 was re-run with the same covariates included 
but confined to those with higher education. The predicted margins 
were then obtained for each ethno-generational groupings, and for men 
and women separately. The data are shown in Fig. 6.3.

Even at the higher end of educational distribution, ethnic disadvan-
tages persist, as seen for all three generational groups for men. A closer 
look shows that first and second generation Black Africans, Pakistanis 
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and Bangladeshis, and 1.5th generation Pakistanis were significantly 
behind their white UK counterparts in the access rates to the salariat. 
Further analysis shows that, when all ethnic minorities are combined, 
second-generation men were around 6 percentage points less likely to 
have salarriat jobs, which was statistically significant at the 0.001 level. 
Ethnic minority women faced fewer disadvantages than their male 
counterparts but, apart from white Irish women, all ethnic groups in all 
three generations were less likely to find themselves in the salariat posi-
tions than their white UK counterparts.

Discussion and Conclusion

This chapter provided an analysis of the ethnic differences in education and 
labour market, focusing on higher education and access to the profession-
al-managerial salariat. Generational, gender and family class differences 
were also examined. The main findings can be summarised as follows:

• At the overall level, ethnic minorities were well educated but at the 
same time they were also highly polarised: they were more likely to have 
degrees, but were overrepresented in the lowest level of education. There 
were greater differences among the ethnic minority groups in higher 
education than between the minority and the majority groups, with 
Chinese, Indians and Black Africans being well above the majority in 
having degree-level education. And this picture was generally the same 
for all three generational groupings delineated in this chapter. Family 
class played a crucial role but gender differences were rather small.

• The ethnic educational premia were not translated into commensu-
rate labour market position. Many groups, particularly Pakistanis, 
Bangladeshis and Black Africans, were notably behind the majority in 

Fig. 6.3 Predictive margins with 95% confidence intervals on access to the sal-
ariat among degree-holders by ethno-generational status and sex (Note G1: 
1st generation, G1.5: 1.5th generation, G2: 2nd generation. WB: white UK, WI: 
white Irish, WO: white Other, M: Mixed, BC: Black Caribbean, BA: Black African, 
I: Indian, P: Pakistani, B: Bangladeshi, Ch: Chinese)
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getting salariat jobs and were overrepresented in the workless positions. 
The ethnic penalties were more severe for men than for women. Family 
class effects were still marked even when education and a whole range 
of personal and household circumstances were taken into account. 
There was some evidence of generational improvement in access to the 
salariat for both men and women ethnic minorities.

• Even among those with higher education, ethnic minorities, particu-
larly men, faced marked disadvantages. Second-generation Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi men with degrees were around 20 percentage points 
behind their majority counterparts in having salariat jobs.

Overall, the analysis in this chapter shows an encouraging story for higher 
education but a disappointing story for access to the salariat by the eth-
nic minorities in the UK. While the first story is most probably due to 
the aspiration and determination of the minorities, first and second gen-
erations alike, in performing well in gaining higher qualifications to avoid 
discrimination in the labour market, the second story is a more direct 
reflection of unfair treatment experienced by the ethnic minorities, even 
amongst the second-generation degree-holders. Attainment of higher 
education and access to privileged class positions were not in tune with 
each other for the ethnic minorities. A likely explanation for this is that 
whilst ethnic minorities believed that they could try hard to achieve edu-
cational excellence, which many of them did as clearly demonstrated by 
the remarkable educational success by the 2nd generation members of 
Chinese, Indian, and Black African origins, they would also find that, 
when stepping out of education and into the realm of labour market, fates 
were more beyond their own control. Employers’ decisions, rather than 
their own efforts, may play a more important role in gaining paid employ-
ment and in career advancement. In this sense, the educational success by 
the 1.5th and the 2nd generations may be seen as a strategic effort to try 
to reduce possible future employer bias and discrimination. They would 
have fared worse with lesser success in higher education.

Finally, it is noted that the success story of higher education by  ethnic 
minority groups as depicted in this chapter may be too rosy. It is possi-
ble that ethnic minorities are well represented in higher education at an 
overall level but underrepresented in elite institutions such as in Russell  
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Group universities in general or in Oxford/Cambridge universities in 
particular. Future work could try to address this question if and when 
appropriate data become available. In sum, ethnic minorities face 
greater barriers in the labour market than in the higher education sector. 
Unequal returns present a serious challenge to social justice and ethnic 
integration in Britain.
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Introduction

This chapter examines the experiences of Black and Minority Ethnic 
(BME)1 academics in the UK higher education sector. It specifically 
explores how factors such as gender, age and type of university affect 
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decisions to leave UK higher education to work overseas. It draws on 
research funded by the Equality Challenge Unit which consisted of 
1200 survey questionnaires and 41 in-depth interviews to examine deci-
sion making processes in making the decision to leave UK higher edu-
cation (Bhopal et al. 2015). The chapter concludes by suggesting policy 
recommendations for change in UK higher education for the retention 
and inclusion of BME academic staff.

Background and Context

The focus on career progression and opportunities for BME academics 
is a welcome development within UK higher education. Whilst gender 
has clearly taken a central focus, it is only recently that race and eth-
nic differences in higher education have been given greater attention. 
For example, career opportunities for female academic staff has been an 
increasing area of focus in research and policy making in the UK higher 
education sector over the last few decades. This work has highlighted 
the low representation of women at senior levels in the academy and the 
barriers they face to progression to senior levels (UCU 2012; Morley 
2014; Savigny 2014). In particular it has focused on their under- 
representation in Science, Technology, Engineering, Mathematics and 
Medicine (STEMM subjects). The Athena Swan Charter, established 
a decade ago by the Equality Challenge Unit, encourages universities 
to review their practices to ensure equality for women, and recognises 
employment excellence for women in higher education in STEMM 
subjects (ECU 2014a). Based on their good practice in the progression 
of women in STEMM subjects, universities are awarded a gold, silver or 
bronze award. This has helped support and encourage a range of actions 
in universities to progress greater gender equality for women, although 
the limitations on women academics’ careers are still apparent (Morley 
2013; Manfredi et al. 2014; Savigny 2014). However, there is some sug-
gestion that such work on gender equality fails to explore the impact of 
ethnicity and race. Jones (2006: 148) argues that the focus on gender 
‘only serves to highlight the lack of progress on the race/ethnicity front’. 
Pilkington (2011: 129) argues that the positive action taken in relation 
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to gender is not reflected in inclusive policy making related to race and 
that, ‘the same cannot be said of race where the Whiteness of senior 
staff is taken for granted’. Furthermore, Bhopal (2014: 13) suggests that 
gender experiences refer to the experiences of those ‘women who share 
the backgrounds of the traditional academic elites’. Consequently, BME 
women are disadvantaged because ‘the experiences of Black women aca-
demics are structured by racialised practices, from which white women 
may derive benefit’ (Jones 2001: 159).

During the past decade there has been a significant increase in the 
numbers of BME UK academic staff in higher education—from 6000 
staff in 2003–2004 to almost 10,700 in 2013–2014 (ECU 2015). But, 
BME staff are far less likely to be in senior roles compared to their White 
colleagues; 11.2% of UK white academics were professors compared to 
9.8% of UK BME staff (of which only 4.5% were Black). There are only 
20 deputy or pro vice-chancellors who are BME compared to the major-
ity, 530 who are White (ECU 2015). There is recent evidence to suggest 
that BME academics remain disadvantaged in higher education. They 
are more likely to experience subtle, covert forms of racism, less likely to 
be pushed forward for promotion and less likely to be in senior decision 
making roles compared to their White colleagues (Bhopal and Jackson 
2013; ECU 2014b). Morley (2014: 116) argues that the low percent-
age of BME women academics is global, rather than national, as women 
from a variety of nationalities are under-represented in the ‘prestige econ-
omy’ of research, which is the ‘pathway to academic seniority and an 
indicator for promotion’. She also found that leadership was often per-
ceived as a ‘loss’ by women—loss of status and self-esteem if they were 
unsuccessful in their applications, and, if successful, a loss of independ-
ence, research time and a necessity to conform to masculine ‘norms and 
values that are alien and alienating’ (2014: 119).

The most important recent policy development regarding race equal-
ity is the Race Equality Charter mark which was introduced in January 
2016 in which a total of 8 out of 21 institutions were awarded a bronze 
charter mark. The Race Equality Charter mark works in a similar way 
to the Athena SWAN Charter but its main focus is on race equal-
ity, particularly in relation to improving the representation, progress  
and success of minority ethnic staff and students in higher education. 
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It is underpinned by five key principles: recognising that racism is part 
of everyday life and racial inequalities manifest themselves in everyday 
situations, processes and behaviours; individuals from all ethnic back-
grounds should benefit equally from the opportunities available to them; 
solutions to racial inequality should have a long term impact through 
institutional culture change; recognising that those from minority eth-
nic backgrounds are not a homogenous group and such complexity must 
be recognised when exploring race equality; and intersectional identities 
should be considered when discussing race equality. The Race Equality 
Charter mark covers academic staff; professional and support staff; stu-
dent progression and attainment and diversity in the curriculum (http://
www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter/). It is clearly too 
early to tell if the Race Equality Charter will make a difference to the 
inclusion of BME staff in UK higher education, but if tied to funding 
more universities will be encouraged to sign up to it.

The Study

The study was funded by the Equality Challenge Unit and the aims of 
the research were:

1. To understand the extent to which UK academics consider moving 
to work in higher education overseas and whether there are any eth-
nic differences related to this;

2. To explore the push and pull factors which contribute to actual or 
potential overseas higher education;

3. To suggest recommendations for higher education for the retention 
of BME academics to UK higher education.

A total of 1200 academics participated in a survey questionnaire which 
was distributed to all higher education institutions in the UK. The sur-
vey was distributed via the Equality Challenge Unit as well as via estab-
lished diversity networks. Following the survey questionnaire, a total of 
41 participants took part in in-depth interviews. This included 14 with 
UK experience only, 12 currently working in the UK but with previous 

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/race-equality-charter/
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overseas experience, and 15 currently working overseas (12 with and 
three without work experience in UK higher education). The survey 
questionnaire data was analysed using SPSS and the qualitative data was 
analysed using themes and codes developed from NVIVO.

Survey Findings

The survey was open to both BME and non BME academics in order 
to have a comparison group. Nearly 85% of respondents were white 
and just over 15% were BME. Non-parametric inferential statistics (chi 
square test of association) were used to analyse associations between the 
categorical data of ethnicity, gender, age, type of institution, and moti-
vations to leave the UK to work in HE overseas.

Who Is More Likely to Want to Move Overseas?

The survey findings suggest that BME academics (83.6%) are signifi-
cantly more likely than non-BME academics (71.0%) to have ever con-
sidered moving overseas to work (chi-square = 5.138, df1, p = 0.023). 
No one BME group (Black, Asian, mixed race and ‘other’) was more 
likely than another to be looking for overseas work (chi-square = 0.877, 
df3, p = 0.831). Additionally, no significant associations were found 
between non-BME and BME academics with what was sought over-
seas (chi-square = 9.314, df6, p = 0.157), nor within BME groups (chi-
square = 12.020, df15, p = 0.678). For example, the data was examined 
to see if academics were seeking a permanent or temporary academic 
post, a temporary secondment, a job outside of academia, or a move over-
seas to look after family members or to retire. Respondents were further 
asked if they were currently considering a move overseas but there were 
no significant differences between non-BME and BME groups, with 
62.6% of white academics and 65.5% of BME respondents currently 
considering a move (chi square = 0.192, df1, p = 0.661). An analysis 
between BME groups also showed no association between ethnicity and 
the current desire to move overseas (chi square = 6.424, df3, p = 0.093). 
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This would indicate that whilst more BME academics consider a move 
overseas more go on to reject the idea. It is possible that more BME than 
white academics have family links overseas and hence find the idea of 
making such a move more attractive.

Where Would Respondents Want to Move to?

A significant association between ethnic identity and preferred world loca-
tion of choice (chi-square = 58.365, df36, p = 0.011) was found. Asian 
respondents (19% of Asian selections) were more likely to choose to move 
to the Far East (e.g. China, India, Japan and Singapore) than they were to 
select to move elsewhere in Europe (9.5% of Asian selections). The most 
popular destination for Black, Asian, Mixed race and White respondents 
was the United States of America. Those falling into the category of ‘other’ 
race (which included Arab, Jewish and Hispanic/Latin) were most likely 
to select to move to a destination within Europe. This tallies with the idea 
that we choose our location based on family heritage. It is reasonable to 
assume that potential migrants look only at countries where they are able 
to speak the language of the native residents.

The Pull of Overseas Life: Is It Stronger for Males or 
Females?

Amongst all participants (BME and non-BME) 68.4% of female 
respondents had considered leaving the UK against 76.1% of male 
respondents. Females were more likely to have multiple reasons for mov-
ing overseas and males were more likely than females to be looking for a 
new academic post overseas (chi-square = 24.036, df7, p = 0.001). When 
White academics were removed from the data set it was found that both 
BME academic males and females were just as likely to be seeking work 
overseas. The strongest pull factor for all respondents was the existence  
of a full-time, permanent contract. For those that had worked overseas 
but had now returned to the UK both white and BME academics stated 
academic/professional reasons and family/personal reasons for returning.
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Does University Type Make a Difference?

The data was analysed by university group (pre-1992, post 1992, uni-
versity college and specialist university) and no significant associations 
were found between BME and non-BME respondents and their desire 
to leave the UK. The type of university that respondents worked in 
made no difference in whether they would consider working overseas.

At What Stage of Our Careers Might We Be More Likely 
to Consider Emigration?

When the data was analysed by both age and salary (salary being indic-
ative of grade) it was found that BME academics were no more or less 
likely to be considering overseas employment at any one stage of their 
career life. Interestingly, non-BME academics were more likely to be 
considering a move overseas when at Lecturer B grade (old universities) 
or Senior Lecturer grade (new universities). This may be reflective of 
academics finding promotion difficult in the UK when trying to reach 
senior grades such as Reader (or Principal Lecturer).

Interview Findings

BME academics who were interviewed for this study contribute in 
a whole range of ways to the UK higher education sector and are in 
positions ranging from Researcher to Professor. This includes lectur-
ing, carrying out research, publishing and providing student pasto-
ral care, particularly to BME students who many report seek out the 
BME staff for advice and guidance. Positive career experiences, such 
as receiving mentoring from more senior colleagues were reported. 
However, there are recurring negative experiences (such as being 
treated as an outsider and experiencing subtle covert racism) that 
contribute to them considering moving overseas, away from the UK 
higher education sector.
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Push Factors

Outsiders in the Academy—Exclusion and Negative Experiences

BME academics talked about not being accepted in the White space of 
the academy and having the feeling of being an ‘outsider’. This was related 
to the predominance of white, middle class norms, specifically at senior 
levels of the academy, in which interviewees had to negotiate norms of 
whiteness. Assumptions are made by staff and students which lead to a 
questioning of the legitimacy of the presence of BME academics in profes-
sional roles. BME academics are not expected to occupy senior positions 
and their presence is frequently challenged, as demonstrated below.

And in the interview they asked me: where would you like to be in five years, 
or ten years or something. And I said, my goal is to become a full professor and 
I hope I am one of the few black women who have achieved that. And they 
started laughing, they said, oh no, there is a lot more people to come before 
you. I got up and walked out. (Black Caribbean and White, female)

And I got, I can’t remember the exact number. But my official name [sounds 
more English] and I don’t give any indication that I am of Indian origin, 
and I always got shortlisted by other universities for Professorships, by all 
these universities in the UK. But immediately they see me….their faces drop 
because they weren’t expecting to see a Black woman. I know it was more than 
a dozen, I went for more than a dozen. (Asian Indian, female)

I do think a number of young black academics end up as research assistants 
rather than as academics in full-time posts. And I can see that happening 
now. There was a case where one of my PhD students, who has now moved 
abroad, was really qualified for a position and they didn’t give it to him, they 
gave it to someone else. But then employed him to do the research. Because he 
was black [they considered] he could do the research in London among the 
black community. They wouldn’t give him the fixed term three year research 
officer post. And I think that is characteristic. Either they question our ability 
to do intellectual work, even though you have your doctorate and you have 
proved yourself. And then they are quite happy to employ you as a research 
assistant, and collect the data which is analysed by somebody else or you might 
do the analysis but your name would be the last person on the list of contribu-
tors. (Black Caribbean, female)
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For those whose academic work focuses on race, ethnic or Black studies, 
this raises additional concerns.

I think particularly, you think about the dominant universities around the 
country, if they get an approach from somebody who says that their focus is 
black people it’s immediately rendering itself as being peripheral or being mar-
ginal. (Black Caribbean, male)

Barriers to Career Progression—Mentoring, Networking 
and Social Capital

Interviewees spoke about how white senior academics often provide 
mentoring, coaching and nurturing support to junior white academics, 
for example advising them about submitting grant applications and sug-
gesting which journals they should publish in. The informal nature of 
this type of behaviour had an exclusionary impact on the experiences of 
BME academics who did not easily fit into this culture and have access 
to such social capital. Many of the interviewees find themselves unable 
to draw on networks of support which would enable them to access the 
social and cultural capital needed to progress in the academy.

The white lecturers were groomed and helped, and I just did everything on 
my own. I didn’t get any mentoring, and I think that would help. And also 
how to progress in the system. It’s the politics as well. If I played the game and 
pretended that I needed help, I think it’s a game. For example, I turned down 
an invitation from a more senior [female] colleague and after that I found 
my progression more difficult. I think it’s about enabling and mentoring, and 
valuing minority ethnic [academics]. They do value you, but they value you 
in order to use you. They valued my publications, but they didn’t want to give 
me the promotion. And it is a fact that as a black person, as a minority ethnic 
person you have got to be twice as good as your white counterparts, I mean 
that’s a fact. There are people, I have got so many examples, who have got 
fewer publications than I have and then you have got to have twice as many 
publications as your white counterparts and that is something that shouldn’t 
be, that’s not fair really. (Asian Indian, female)
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…there was a Dean’s job going within our system. I applied for it. 
Somebody else applied for it who only had a Masters and no business experi-
ence or anything. But they got the job. After that I heard that I was the best 
one on presentation and everything. And I thought, there is something here 
which is not quite right, they are not taking the best person for the position. 
I am not saying I am the best person, but whatever it is, they should have 
taken the best person. And I was the only one who was the Professor, I had the 
qualifications, more international clout and experience and all the rest of it. 
So it was a bit bizarre. So you just thought to yourself ok, maybe I’ll just do 
research and I’ll just trundle along making bids and all the rest of it. So then 
I thought, well, I am actually not being stretched any more and so I should 
really start looking at different ideas. (Asian Indian, male)

Pull Factors

Reasons for Considering Leaving the UK Higher Education 
Sector

As well as the negative experiences of the higher education sector in 
the UK, a combination of factors attract BME academics to higher 
education overseas. Several interviewees had direct contact with BME 
colleagues who had migrated overseas, particularly to the USA and 
Australia. The reports they received from their colleagues overseas con-
trasted significantly with the negative experiences they had in the UK, 
and the experiences of others. The USA was a particularly strong posi-
tive example, particularly the existence of a critical mass of BME staff in 
several institutions.

I got so fed up with it all. In the end I had made a lot of friends, and people 
I knew in the States. I rang them up one day and I told them about some of 
the things I had been experiencing. One of my friends said, oh, why don’t 
you come over here. And he showed me all the different websites that you go 
on, and the jobs. And he gave me a little bit of information about it. And I 
applied for about three or four jobs. (Black Caribbean and White, female)

I thought there are so many people of African descent in the US, someone must 
be writing about this and I was just shocked and amazed to receive the kind of 
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reception that I received, I went to [US university] and, I kid you not, a whole 
new world opened up. And: I need to take a look at this study, and take a look 
at that study, and have you read this, and have you read that, and treating it 
as though what I wanted to look at was actually of consequence. So that’s what 
made me start to look at the US differently. (Black Caribbean, female)

For several interviewees an attraction to overseas was the opportunity to 
work on research areas such as race, ethnicity and Black studies which 
were seen as ‘credible’ disciplines.

In terms of finding an institutional home, obviously [for my field] it is a lot 
easier to do so in the US than in the UK. There are no institutional homes for 
black studies [in the UK]. But there were a lot of opportunities [in the US]. I 
was hired as a lecturer in black and minority cultures at [name of US univer-
sity]. (Black Caribbean and White, male)

There is a kind of space, a kind of acceptance of work around race equality, 
black studies, etc. And I feel almost ashamed to have to admit it, but you go 
over there as a black British academic, and especially early on, you are slightly 
overawed, you are slightly bowled over by just seeing these senior black aca-
demics and being able to sit and listen to them and talk to them. Whenever 
I come back from those kinds of conferences in the States it’s a bit like when 
Christmas is over and you have that dip at the beginning of January, coming 
back to Britain is a bit like that, because suddenly you don’t have those con-
versations, you don’t have those networks, they are just not here in the same 
way. (Black Caribbean and White, male)

Several interviewees talked about wanting to ‘give something back’ to 
their country of origin, either where they were born or where they had 
family connections.

…that attachment is also in my own mind associated with the need to give 
back to the continent. I think some of us are quite pained by the fact that 
the continent still remains labelled with all sorts of words that relate to being 
underdeveloped, when in fact a very large pool of academics and very highly 
educated and experienced people are living out in the diaspora. I think at 
some point we have an obligation to come back and give back to the conti-
nent. (Black African, male)
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I see the change in the academic world in China. And in particular in the last 
few years the resources for research in education has rapidly increased. And also 
China has opened the doors, really wants to catch up with the international aca-
demic society in all aspects. And young people really need guidance, need some 
proper guidance to catch up with the international standards. (Chinese, female)

What Might Attract BME Academics Back to the UK Higher 
Education Sector?

Several people stressed that although it was important to have policies in 
place, they would need to see clear visible signs of change for the inclu-
sion of BME staff in the academy, in order for them to return to the UK.

I feel the number one thing, and this would work for me, is if I had a really clear 
sense that there was an institution that valued the presence of racialised faculty. 
Meaning that they problematized the fact that there weren’t people there and that 
they had a mandate to have to attract people. And I still look at websites to see if 
I can see that. I think that’s what would be primary. I’d have to know that there 
was a change that was supported by the institution itself, that it thought it was 
problematic and wanted to address it. So that is number one. And no weird things 
like a Diversity Report . That’s problematic. It really would have to be reflected in: 
Research Institutes; programmatic language that you have programmes that you are 
now trying to address issues with. (Black Caribbean, female)

I think on a very simple level, the sense that academic life is more diverse 
would make you certainly think, well, I can come and go, I can do this. It 
would certainly make you think that. That there were just as many opportu-
nities for you there as away. (Black Caribbean and White, female)

A sense of belonging in the UK, and being included in networks even 
whilst working overseas, would contribute to BME academics maintain-
ing their links to the UK with the possibility of returning in the future.

…And as institutions internationalise, maybe they are going to think more 
creatively – I could give a Skype lecture. Those things would begin to pull you 
back. Research collaborations would pull you back, if you were in a research 
network and you were working with others, those kinds of things I think 
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would. And I am certain that people would have to feel that there was an 
opening to take the chance. (Black Caribbean and White, female)

Some respondents suggested a broadening of the curriculum to give 
value to the study of race and ethnicity as a valued subject area in the 
UK higher education sector as an attraction.

A university would have to have the broad enough shoulders to set up a unit. 
There should be something like ‘Centre for Black British Studies’. What’s 
wrong with that? I mean, there is nothing wrong with that. And that could 
embrace mainstream scholars as well, not black academics only. So, a Centre 
for Black British Studies. It’s like a snowball effect. If there was one Black 
British Centre there would be others then. (Black, male)

If we are to develop things in the UK it cannot just be – here we have a 
Centre in London. I think it would be great if it was also a sense of how 
black studies, diaspora studies, postcolonial studies is linked to Leeds, 
Bradford, Sheffield, and various places around the UK rather than being 
institutionalised or support for a growing space for black British intellectuals 
in London. (Black Caribbean and White, male)

The survey findings suggest that BME academics are more likely than 
non-BME academics to consider a move overseas for employment. The 
destination of preference is the USA or the Far East. This urge to seek 
new employment crosses boundaries of gender, age and experience. 
Whilst many reject the idea of a move overseas it is the push and pull 
factors that are of interest and were explored in the interviews.

The interviews with BME academics shed light on aspects of their 
experiences in UK HE institutions, why they consider moving overseas, 
and what might retain them, or attract them back. A striking aspect 
of the experiences of the interviewees is the recurrent theme of feeling 
an ‘outsider’ and not belonging. This is reinforced by lack of access to 
career development opportunities and in particular informal oppor-
tunities such as their mentoring and advice. The attraction to migrate 
overseas, or the ‘pull factors’ is based on a number of academic and per-
sonal issues. The reports of the value given to race and ethnic studies in 
the US was noteworthy and could lead to the development of inclusive 
curricula in the UK higher education sector.
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Conclusions

Our research suggests that greater change is needed in UK higher edu-
cation for the retention of BME staff. This change has to take place 
in specific areas such as the prioritisation of race equality; higher edu-
cation institutions valuing diversity; developing inclusive curricula; 
addressing micro-aggressions, inequalities and subtle forms of rac-
ism; recruitment and promotion; coaching and mentoring; address-
ing workload and development issues and networking and addressing 
isolation issues for BME academics. We suggest that higher education 
institutions must be proactive in the inclusion of BME academics at 
all levels, particularly in relation to the acknowledgement of racism 
and indeed how to tackle it. Senior leaders must prioritise race equal-
ity within their institution and within the sector as a whole. One of 
the ways this could take place is for institutions to engage with the 
Race Equality Charter mark which would demonstrate the institution’s 
commitment to race equality, inclusion and diversity. A further addi-
tion to this would be making training on unconscious bias compul-
sory and active bystander strategies as embedded elements of training. 
We suggest that, ‘there is a systematic perception that race equality is 
not being prioritised within the sector, which is representative of a cul-
ture that is pushing BME academics away, and preventing them from 
returning. Ensuring that race equality is prioritised within the sector in 
meaningful ways is not easy, but is the first step to instigating systemic, 
long-term culture change’ (Bhopal et al. 2015: 18). Whilst the issues 
we highlight here have been constantly reported in research on race 
and inequality, we argue that it is time for real change in the sector. 
Furthermore, the issues we report are not isolated to a single institu-
tion, rather they exist in the higher education sector itself. If institu-
tions are serious about tackling inequalities in higher education, then 
they must address inequalities in their own organisations and examine 
how they can move towards an agenda that demonstrates equity and 
social justice.
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Part III
Outsiders Within the Academy: Surviving 

the ‘Sheer Weight of Whiteness’
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Introduction

Remi: Having arrived early to work on a Monday morning, I keyed in the secu-
rity code and entered the staff room. I photocopied the papers for the seminar 
sessions I would deliver later that day. As I stood waiting for the final copies to 
print, a member of the cleaning staff entered the room. ‘Are you supposed to be in 
here?’ she asked in an accusatory tone. Slightly stunned, I simply responded ‘yes’.

Despite often being imagined as a utopian space beyond racial ine-
quality, the academe is deeply implicated in maintaining and per-
petuating the conditions that give rise to racial microaggressions  
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(Henry 1994; Stockdill and Danico 2012; Turney et al. 2002). Thus,  
as we theorise racial microaggressions as abstract phenomena occurring 
out there, we live with the pernicious effects of that which we theorise 
in a space that vehemently denies its racist underbelly (Back 2004; 
Stockdill and Danico 2012; Tyrer 2004). In this chapter we draw upon 
auto-ethnographic accounts and the experiences of other racialised aca-
demics in order to illustrate some of the ways in which white supremacy 
is perpetuated within Higher Education (HE). In placing ourselves at 
the centre, we provide a counter-narrative to the pervasive myth that 
HE is somehow beyond the perpetuation of racial inequity. This is what 
is encapsulated in the racial microaggression recalled in the chapter’s 
epigraph. This interaction summarises the questions at the heart of our 
positionalities within HE—are we as scholars of colour supposed to be 
here? On what and whose terms is our presence acceptable (or perhaps 
tolerable)? How are the answers to these questions negotiated?

As we consider these questions and develop an understanding of the 
processes that shape our experiences, we draw upon what George Yancy 
(2008) terms an episteme of Blackness—a way of knowing that is devel-
oped experientially, collectively and intergenerationally. In developing this 
episteme of Blackness we draw from Critical Race Theory (CRT), Black 
Feminism and Postcolonial Theory: as Yancy points out, this episteme 
has been essential to Black survival. Through our conversations with each 
other and amongst other doctoral students, we have developed and con-
tinue to develop an episteme of Blackness that allows us to better under-
stand, navigate and negotiate our position within the academe. Once 
we recognise that lived experiences of Blackness engender a unique and 
valuable source of knowledge (Solorzano and Yosso 2002), we are better 
placed to recognise the way that race operates in the chapter’s epigraph 
specifically, and our lives generally. It is perhaps this episteme that allows 
Gulam (2002: 10) to observe such ‘perceptional differences’ between 
Black and white academics views on race in HE.

Thus, we work to disrupt the epistemologies of ignorance (Mills 2007; 
Dotson 2011), or the ‘structured blindness’ that occlude an understand-
ing of the normalised racist structures that shape lived experiences outside 
and inside of the academe (Yancy 2008: 22). We charge that approaches 
to scholarship that centre whiteness have been unwilling and unable to 



8 ‘Are You Supposed to Be in Here?’ …     145

see academic knowledge as a particular institutionalised (and therefore 
legitimised) branch of knowledge production. This works to silence and 
ignore knowledge produced outside of the confines set up by these insti-
tutions, perpetuating the cycle of epistemic violence. We understand that 
HE generally, and ‘traditional’ social science specifically, are characterised 
by these epistemologies of ignorance. So whilst the very notion of an epis-
teme of Blackness may seem anathema to traditional social science, we 
believe it has the potential to offer an important and timely corrective. 
This is particularly important for those of us trying to find a way to nego-
tiate these spaces where our very presence is questioned.

As in the epigraph, an episteme of Blackness is particularly useful 
in developing an understanding of racial microaggressions. This is an 
important part of the endeavour we undertake in this chapter. For that 
reason, we use the first section to define racial microaggressions as a the-
oretical concept. In the second section we consider knowledge produc-
tion in the academe and how we as scholars of colour are faced with the 
threat of being fixed as a spectacle. Before moving into the third  section, 
we ask, what role does this threat play in reproducing/representing the 
academe as the legitimate space of knowledge production? In the con-
cluding section we look at ways in which we may subvert and speak back 
to the racial processes that threaten to define our experiences.

So before discussing our own experiences in more depth, let us first 
define what is invoked by the racial microaggressions concept.

Defining Racial Microaggressions

It was the African American psychiatrist Chester Pierce (1969) who first 
theorised the concept of racial microaggressions. According to Pierce 
(1969), racial microaggressions are a form of systemic, everyday racism. 
Often subtle and seemingly innocuous in nature, racial microaggres-
sions threaten to ‘keep those at the racial margins in their place’ (Pérez 
Huber and Solorzano 2015: 298; Rollock 2012). Racial microaggres-
sions do not occur in abstraction from white supremacist racial struc-
tures, they are inextricably linked to those structures. Not only does 
white supremacy ‘provide the ideological foundations that justify’ racial 
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microaggressions (Pérez Huber and Solórzano 2015: 303), but, in turn, 
racial microaggressions, mediated by institutional racism, act to rein-
force those very ideological foundations (Pérez Huber and Solorzano 
2015). In part, it is the obfuscation of this symbiosis that enables 
microaggressions to seem relatively innocuous. Derrick Bell (1993: 6) 
observes that invisibility and normality make ‘discriminatory acts more 
oppressive than ever’. Similarly, Chester Pierce (1974: 520) argues that 
microaggressions are ‘only micro in name’ and given their incessancy, 
produce a cumulative threat to the wellbeing of people of colour.

As racism manifests in increasingly normalised and subtle forms (Bell 
1993; Delgado and Stefancic 2012), the concept of racial microaggres-
sions provides a useful analytical tool that responds to the changing face 
of racism (Sue 2010). As Nicola Rollock (2012: 517) puts it, the con-
cept allows us to move beyond ‘a narrow and unsophisticated version 
of racism which is seen to exist only in overt forms’. It is perhaps for 
this reason that the concept has gained traction in the popular discourse 
of recent years. In 2014, first on US university campuses, but quickly 
followed by UK campuses, students of colour utilised the concept of 
racial microaggressions in order to bring attention to the everyday forms 
of racism they face on university campuses.1 The concept has also been 
used in a plethora of CRT-informed education research (Constantine 
et al. 2008; Ek et al. 2010; Kohli and Solórzano 2012; Pittman 2012; 
Rollock 2012; Solorzano et al. 2000). Our chapter continues in this 
tradition.

As we have suggested, in isolation, racial microaggressions can be 
difficult to identify, and even more difficult to challenge; this is their 
very nature (Sue 2010; Sue et al. 2008). Nevertheless, as Chester  
Pierce (1988: 33) argues, ‘all blacks must have a firm theoretical grasp 
of racism in order to dilute its crippling effects’. Recognising epis-
temes of Blackness as a legitimate site of knowledge offers an entry 
point for us to develop the firm ‘theoretical grasp’ of our experiences:  
this is essential to our ability to navigate HE. Thus as we return once 
more to the episode that opens this chapter, we see this instance not in 

1The ‘I too am Oxford’ campaign was one such campaign (see Edds 2014).
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abstraction from, but always situated in a wider context of systemic and 
institutional white supremacy (Pérez Huber and Solorzano 2015). The 
racial microaggression is therefore always able to tell us something about 
the wider context in which it occurs. The university space renders Remi 
a body out of place, and thus, engenders the possibility for this micro-
aggressive act. To be clear, it is the constitutive conditions that make 
this interaction racially significant. Moreover, the microaggression acts 
to re-entrench those very conditions, to remind us of our marginal posi-
tion. The microaggression is always in iteration with institutional and 
macro white supremacy.

What follows are a series of vignettes that describe just some of our 
experiences. Through these vignettes we weave an analysis that situ-
ates the racial microaggressions in their broader context and allows 
us to consider how, as scholars of colour, we are visible as spectacle in 
the academe. Finally, having identified the racial processes that impli-
cate us, we consider some of the work we have done to dilute and sub-
vert the effects of white supremacy in these spaces that perpetuate our 
marginalisation.

The Whiteness of Academia: Can We Teach 
Here?

Remi: I arrived at the seminar room five minutes early to make sure the 
PowerPoint and videos for the session were set up before the students arrived. 
The session in the room had just ended and the students were packing up. I 
entered the room and spoke to my colleague who had led that session. As we 
conversed, one of the students in the room, with piercing incredulity shouted 
‘Do you teach here?’

The incredulity of this student when questioning Remi’s ability to ‘teach 
here’ illustrates how easily our bodies are rendered as out of place. As 
we have suggested, our absence from these spaces (see Shilliam 2016) 
is intertwined with how white supremacist racial structures sustain 
themselves on the micro-level. Through this process, white bodies are 
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neutralised and recognised as belonging within these spaces, ‘while 
 others are marked out as trespassers, who are, in accordance with how 
both spaces and bodies are imagined (politically, historically and con-
ceptually), circumscribed as being ‘out of place’’ (Puwar 2004: 8).

Much like the suspicion that lingers in the question that framed this 
chapter, as a Black mixed-race man, Remi’s marked body is, for the 
white gaze, more intelligible as the Black male trespasser (or criminal) 
than as an academic (Yancy 2008). In the parallels between the epi-
sodes, we may begin to see how racial microaggressions pose a cumu-
lative burden that we as scholars of colour must face. In this second 
episode, Remi is reminded of the first and the threat to his legitimacy 
in the academe is reinforced. This is particularly insidious when it is our 
legitimacy as knowledge holders that is called into question: ‘do you 
teach here?’ might be interpreted as a metonym for the more intrusive 
and challenging metacommunication: ‘can you teach here?’ The racial-
isation of Black bodies as hypervisible works to position us as too spe-
cific to be able to act as ‘objective’ or ‘universal’ producers of knowledge.

Our Blackness within these academic spaces works to remind us of 
how often we become known (and, in part, need to know ourselves) 
through this role of an objectified Other (Yancy 2008). And yet this is 
not reflected in the way in which academics speak of racism: so much of 
the academic discourse on racism locates the language of racism as ‘out 
there’ on the everyday researched bodies. As Les Back (2004: 4) argues,

For many academics the face of racism is that of the moral degenerate, 
the hateful bigot. So it is unthinkable that such an ugly word could be 
directed at a genteel, education and liberal don such as themselves.

This logic is of course extendable from the individual professor to the 
university as an institution. Little is done to understand how racist dis-
courses inform the way in which academia, as a central site of knowl-
edge production, constructs those everyday spaces, and which bodies are 
seen as knowledge-able in the first place.

The way in which our abilities as researchers are questioned when 
marked as part of the researched object has been discussed by scholars 
like Nirmal Puwar (2004: 45) who reflects on a particular encounter 
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Levi-Strauss had whilst doing research in New York Public Library. 
Levi-Strauss ‘was thrown by the sight of a feathered Indian with a 
Parker pen’ within this space of knowledge development.

What he sees before his eyes is ‘odd’ for Levi-Strauss because, for him, the 
specialist in the image before him does not fit the ‘authentic’ image of an 
Indian. As Chow says, ‘what confronts the Western scholar is the discom-
forting fact that the natives are no longer staying in their frames.’ (Puwar 
2004: 45)

Through this interaction, Levi-Strauss’ whiteness is neutralised whilst 
the “Indian” becomes highlighted and fetishised. The assumed neu-
trality of this whiteness within a space of learning and as an assumed 
holder of knowledge is unconsciously yet undoubtedly stained onto 
the research created through Levi-Strauss and re-created/perpetuated 
through scholars using and reusing his work within the walls of aca-
demia. It is these same academics and texts which are centred in the 
academic canon without a critical understanding of how whiteness is 
maintained as neutral; this neutrality of whiteness is simply a differ-
ent aspect of the systems of power that we are also in the process of 
studying.

It is within this context that we find ourselves questioning our role 
within these systems where our melanin is highlighted whilst white-
ness is neutralised. Despite becoming a part of the academe as research-
ers and doctoral students, we know ourselves as apart from these 
institutions as our bodies trouble the expectations associated with 
knowledge holders. Our presence within these institutions marks a 
deviance from the bodies that are seen to occupy the academe as well 
as the way in which knowledge has been produced. We see our out-
siderness manifest at every level of the academe from the curriculum  
(e.g. #WhyisMyCurriculumWhite, see Peters 2015), to the professor-
ate (e.g. #WhyisntmyprofessorBlack, see Black 2014; Jahi 2014), to the 
architecture (e.g. #RhodesMustFall, see Elgot 2016). These are the con-
ditions that breed racial microaggressions and threaten to determine our 
positionalities. Thus we encounter these spaces of knowledge produc-
tion where our Blackness is part of the spectacle: we are the oddity of 
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the ‘feathered Indian with a Parker pen,’ attempting to produce research 
which moves us beyond this position of fetishised spectacle.

The Academic Native Informant

Azeezat: I remember deciding to come back to university because I desperately 
wanted to learn more and give back to the Black Muslim women who had 
taught me how to be and cared for me. Yet when entering the academe I kept 
feeling that I was being asked to describe and objectify our life experiences for 
the purposes of overwhelmingly white audiences. What is my role in this?

This question of whether we belong here requires us to look around and 
think about what belonging here would mean when so many racialised 
people are absented as knowledge-holders within this space. This is what 
Azeezat refers to: what happens when the knowledge produced about 
our bodies is shared to a majority white audience, reaffirming the dis-
tance between racism and our racialised experiences as happening ‘out 
there’ rather than ‘in here’?

When doing research within the context of these power dynamics, 
Azeezat is concerned with perpetuating the assumption of the ‘natives 
[…] staying in their frames’ (Chow cited in Puwar 2004: 45). It is within 
this context that Khan (2005) and Villenas (1996) found themselves 
doing work on their own communities and attempting to move through 
their role as hypervisible academics of colour speaking to primarily white 
audiences. Specifically, Khan questions her positioning as a researcher liv-
ing in the USA but doing work about zina laws2 in Pakistan:

As I perform the native and speak about zina laws, I am inviting the 
viewer back to the familiar position that Islam is once again crushing 
women. I am therefore suspect. I am suspect to myself: can I do ethical 
research? Others are also suspicious of me: is she authentic enough? Will 
she betray us? Although the “good native” connotes a different person to 

2This refers to the illegality of extra-marital relationships.
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each of these positions, they all want to know if I am going to be a good 
girl. (Khan 2005: 2028)

The ‘overwhelmingly white’ audiences that Azeezat speaks to as a racial-
ised academic informs the way research is created, as well as the tools 
used to create this research. When we use these ways of knowing to 
describe our bodies, knowledge-holders remain neutralised bodies 
through the logic of white supremacy. This positioning is distinguisha-
ble from the lived experience of our Blackness within which our bodies 
are always marked as objects to know. This forces us into a position out-
lined by W.E.B. Du Bois (2007 [1903]) where we are located between 
the subjective Self and the objectified Other. Within this logic of double- 
consciousness, we as racialised academics know ourselves through this 
relationship to a (white) Self whose subjecthood is defined in contrast to 
our racialised status as objectified Other. We can never be situated as a 
Self and the (Black) Other has been used to fix us as racialised spectacle: 
not as knowledge producers but objects of knowing. In trying to pro-
duce knowledge out of this contradiction, it is no surprise that we have 
 difficulties in claiming a voice from this precarious in-between state.

However, this contradiction is not new and has been discussed by 
Black feminists across disciplines (Collins 1990; hooks 1989; Lorde 
1996; Nayak 2015; Noxolo 1999). They all point to how spaces of 
knowledge production outside of those legitimised by the academe have 
been essential in developing a way of knowing about our Blackness 
beyond that of a racialised spectacle. As Black women have historically 
been excluded from academic institutions, Black feminist scholarship 
referred to kitchens, hair salons, everyday conversations, musicians, 
poets and writers as key to understanding how processes of racialisation 
can be understood in different forms.3 This Black feminist tradition has 
included ‘searching for its expression in alternative institutional loca-
tions and among women who are not commonly perceived as intellectu-
als’ (Collins 1990: 14).

3At the time of writing this chapter, Beyoncé released a visual album which centred experiences 
of women across the Black diaspora, leading to a flurry of commentary from Black feminist intel-
lects unpacking this popular cultural artefact (e.g. Harris-Perry 2016; Mock 2016; Oluo 2016).
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It is these ways of knowing which challenge the invisibility and 
 centrality of white supremacy in these legitimised spaces of knowledge 
production. One such example could be seen in the politics behind 
intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) dispelling 
the way social categories are assumed to not interact. On the surface, 
in centring women of colour, Crenshaw worked to illustrate how race, 
gender and class must be understood in relation to one another. More 
importantly, Crenshaw works to create new parameters, changing the 
way in which social categorisations are constituted.

However, this does come without its own problems. Alexander-Floyd 
(2012) and Bilge (2013) both pointed to how the political impetus 
behind intersectionality is emptied out from the term in order for it 
to be used in mainstream feminist research (also see Rodriguez and 
Freeman 2016). The explicitly Black feminist standpoint which cre-
ated intersectionality is kept off-stage whilst the term is redeployed  
for ‘the positivist dictates of traditional disciplines’ (Alexander-Floyd 
2012: 14). This is what happens when a few racialised persons are let 
into the walls of academia without the knowledge produced by these 
institutions being challenged. Indeed, there must be a critique of the 
creation of those walls which keep our bodies ‘out’ in the first place 
(Joseph-Salisbury 2016). How do we move beyond the superficial 
inclusion of our bodies (and the use of buzzwords like ‘diversity’) and 
towards the possibilities in the different critical knowledges that we 
could use when examining the society around us? How do we appre-
ciate what hooks (1994: 4) describes as, ‘the difference between edu-
cation as the practice of freedom and education that merely strives to 
reinforce domination’?

Navigating Microaggressions, Subverting the 
Ivory Tower

Azeezat: After my 1st year as a PhD student struggling to belong within this 
overwhelmingly white space, I remember two (white) academics encouraging 
me to claim my representation and voice within this space as it would help me 
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to see the change I wanted to see. I remember this catching me off-guard: how 
do we claim our voices within a space that is and was in no way built with 
our bodies in mind?

This question of how to claim our voice within the academe has led us 
to this search for the episteme of Blackness. For Yancy (2008), these 
epistemes create the space to speak back to deficit thinking. It is a posi-
tion from which we challenge academia, and understand its role as one 
of the critical sites where white supremacy is reproduced. Epistemes of 
Blackness thus provide us with the language to understand how our 
Blackness has been defined as spectacle to this normalised whiteness. 
Once recognising this, we can open up dialogues which challenge the 
way knowledge produced by the academe is centralised and legitimised.

Like Stockdill and Danico (2012), it has been our conversations with 
each other, and with other students and academics of colour that have ena-
bled us to move beyond accusations of ‘being too sensitive’ and resist indi-
vidual deficit explanations. As Carmichael and Hamilton (1967: 5) note, 
to realise the way that race operates ‘and to attempt to deal with it does 
not make one a racist or overly preoccupied with race; it puts one in the 
forefront of a significant struggle’. Thus, these conversations are essential to 
our survival (Yancy 2008). When we presented some of our experiences as 
part of an organised panel discussion, we were struck by the appreciation 
and understanding with which we were met. Several delegates of colour 
approached us to regale us with tales of similar experiences in their own 
institutions and to thank us for having opened up a space to refute deficit 
explanations and acknowledge our shared racialised struggles.

These conversations also provide a necessary break in the distinctions 
made between racism ‘out there’ and racism ‘in here.’ Our collective 
challenge to the structures enabling white supremacy to function (and 
flourish) within the academe includes challenging the dichotomy set up 
when we are asked to distance ourselves from our personal experiences 
of racialisation and mimic unmarked (i.e. white) knowledge producers. 
It includes forming connections to these different spaces of knowledge 
production that we have been taught to see as secondary to the tools 
and theories developed within the ivory tower: our Blackness requires us 
to speak across this divide, and to recover our own racialised experiences 
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as part of knowledge on how these systems perpetuate themselves rather 
than ‘data’ to be mined. We do not see this experientially-felt knowledge 
as a failure to live up to the standard set by knowledge holders within 
the walls of the ivory tower: rather, we use this to decentralise the way 
knowledge is legitimised through the academe (Joseph-Salisbury 2018).

We are wary of any research which claims to have dismantled the ine-
qualities which pervade academic institutions. For example, within the 
social sciences, Rose (1997) has expressed why ‘reflexive’ feminist researchers 
who claim to have uncovered and challenged power relationships between 
the interviewer and the interviewee are performing a modern-day ‘goddess- 
trick’ where all can be known by the all-seeing researcher. This is not our 
desire, and runs counter to our understanding and experiences of micro-
aggressions. Indeed, as we have argued, by their very nature microaggres-
sions are not always explicit and therefore not always discoverable in order 
to be dismantled. The forces which guard the way the academe perpetuates 
itself are beyond the ability of any one researcher to overcome. What we are 
interested in is how we find a place to be within these institutions that, as 
Azeezat points out, were ‘in no way built with our bodies in mind.’

Because of the magnitude of these structures, we must be realistic 
about the labour involved in this endeavour and how it may run coun-
ter to the perpetuation of the academe as it exists currently. We have 
both had to prioritise developing this episteme of Blackness (through 
the use of emotional, intellectual and physical labour) over our aca-
demic careers. However, if we really want a chance to belong here on 
terms that have not been pre-defined against us, this work is a priority. 
This work has provided us with a form of nourishment and an ability to 
speak back to the isolation often felt as a racialised spectacle within the 
ivory tower. As Baldwin stated, ‘the place in which I’ll fit will not exist 
until I make it’ (Pierpont 2009). An episteme of Blackness opens up the 
opportunity for us to begin making this space by challenging the way 
knowledge has been produced to construct us as out of place.

Whilst we recognise the possibilities in epistemes of Blackness for surviv-
ing in HE, we also know that Baldwin’s call to create the spaces in which 
we’ll fit includes seeing leaving the academe as a viable option. Indeed, 
whilst attempts to transform HE from within perhaps appears as the option 
for subverting standards of knowledge production, non-participation 
might also prove to be a vital choice. Once recognising that developing  
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these epistemes of Blackness exists across different spaces of knowledge 
 production, to assume that such work must be done within these HE insti-
tutions is to perpetuate the assumption that knowledge must be produced 
within the academe in order to be legitimate. Non-participation might 
mean a refusal to collude in the academe’s perpetuation of white supremacy.

This option of leaving the academe also speaks to recognising (as has 
been discussed) the cumulative threat racial microaggressions can pose to 
our wellbeing (see Pierce 1974; Sue 2010). If we understand the academe as 
a space that creates fertile conditions for microaggressive acts (whilst simul-
taneously lacking the requisite conditions for critique) then it is perfectly 
reasonable for people of colour to opt to leave the academe. Whilst certainly 
under-discussed, increasing attention is being paid to the threat that life as 
an academic can pose to an individual’s stress, anxiety and mental health 
(Shaw and Ward 2014). The racialised structures that shape the academe, 
manifest in the pernicious threat of racial microaggressions, can only com-
pound these issues. Thus, as we grapple with the decision of whether we will 
continue in the academe, we might recall the words of Audre Lorde (1988: 
27), ‘caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation, and that 
is an act of political warfare’. The option of leaving, the ability to reject the 
ivory tower is often starkly missing from these conversations and thus we 
are led to believe that survival is the only option. We must reject this false 
logic and recognise that academia is not the only space for the production 
of legitimate knowledge. In casting a critical eye we know this to be a fal-
lacy; too often the knowledge produced by the academe is hampered by an 
inability to recognise the racial conditions that produce particular forms of 
knowledge. bell hooks (1995: 235) argues that,

The desire to share knowledge while centralizing black folks and our 
struggle for self-determination, without excluding non-black audiences, 
requires different strategies from those intellectuals normally deploy to 
disseminate work. [… We] know that we must use lectures, radio, televi-
sion, and conversation in diverse settings to share information.

Perhaps the different strategies that hooks refers to are more likely 
to come from outside of the academe. We do not know whether our 
futures will be inside or outside of the academe but refuse to see the aca-
deme as our only option.
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Concluding Remarks: Are We Supposed to Be 
Here?

To conclude, we return to answer the question posed in the opening 
epigraph, ‘are you supposed to be in here?’

No, we, as people of colour, are not supposed to be in this space that ren-
ders our bodies out of place and we thank you for the incessant remind-
ers. However, as we cultivate an episteme of Blackness that allows us to 
understand and confront the academe for what it does to racialise and 
objectify our bodies, we develop tools to survive and thrive, or to leave 
and reject these spaces as they currently exist. Our goal is not to find a 
way to belong here. We aim to find a way to thrive beyond here.

Whilst we offer no blueprint for success, we believe that—whether from 
inside of outside—our focus must remain firmly on destabilising the 
academe’s position as the legitimate producer of knowledge.
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Achieving a goal or an objective for any human being is the pinnacle 
of visualising a dream and being able to see this come to fruition. As 
 someone diagnosed on the autistic spectrum with a strand of autism 
referred to as Global Development Delay (GDD) who learned to read 
and write at the age of 18, I often think about my journey within edu-
cation. These thoughts are then followed by what this journey rep-
resents when I consider my chosen career path… academia. Upon 
reflection, there is a self-deprecating aspect of me which often queries 
whether I have the characteristics, capabilities and credentials tradition-
ally associated with being an academic. Perhaps, my experiences in edu-
cation and in some ways the deficit position I started from contribute 
to this particular view, in addition to the professional experiences I have 
encountered in academia. Interestingly, the ‘hidden’ part of my journey 
as an autistic learner is very different from my outward facing presence 
and journey as a Black Male. Something that cannot remain hidden. 
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Negotiating this professionally has always been difficult, as I am overtly 
aware that my presence as a Black Male academic powerfully disrupts 
the normativity and centrality of Whiteness within academia.

Whilst disrupting these patterns of normativity are essential towards 
advocating greater diversification and equality for Black and Minority 
Ethnic (BME)1 staff within academia, this does often come at a per-
sonal cost. During my time in academia, I have more often than not felt 
isolated and marginalised. There had always been a feeling that survival 
needed to resemble keeping my head below the parapet and ensuring 
that I did not draw attention towards myself. The feelings that accom-
pany these experiences ultimately result in a disposition that ‘I do not 
belong here’ or ‘I am not good enough to be here’. Often these feelings 
are compounded by racialised experiences which reassert hegemony, 
normativity, Whiteness, power and privilege (Leonardo 2002). A prom-
inent and more insidious vehicle for maintaining these oppressive cul-
tures has been the racial micro-aggression (Pérez Huber and Solorzano 
2015). This effective ‘tool of Whiteness’ reminds us how racism can be 
conveyed through subtle occurrences of subordination (Leonardo 2002; 
Picower 2009). Negotiating and grappling with my presence as a Black 
Male in academia has been difficult because you are reminded through 
verbal and symbolic occurrences that you are different from your White 
counterparts in many cases you are perceived as inferior (Cordova 
1998; Ladson-Billings 1998). This becomes a reoccurring narrative 
which eventually affects and erodes confidence. These feelings become 
a burden on one’s psyche and I have always been aware of the potential 
effects of this on my mental facilities.

My recent reflection on these experiences through my research and 
verbal recollections have allowed me to begin conceptualising the effects 
of racial discrimination and marginality on Black Male academics. The 
patterns of exclusion which facilitate these experiences can be difficult 
to articulate or conceptualise due to the irrationality which often ensues 

1Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) and People of Colour are used interchangeably throughout 
this chapter to refer individuals experiencing racism or discrimination in the Academy or society. 
This term is also used to describe individuals from Black, Asian, Middle-Eastern (Asia), Mixed-
Heritage or Latin American ethnic backgrounds.
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when racism is confronted by BME academics. These reflections have 
also prompted and ignited a desire to confront racism despite the imbal-
ance of power and hegemony which pervades within higher education. 
Challenging this becomes pertinent particularly in a professional con-
text where causal racism within academia is fluid and commonplace. I 
offer my story as a cathartic outlet for the racialised experiences I have 
encountered during my journey in academia; as a way of better under-
standing these experiences and how racism continues to endure within 
academia to the detriment of Black Male academics.

In this chapter, I draw upon three personal narratives which illumi-
nate my experiences of navigating the White Academy as a Black Male 
academic. I will employ the counter-narrative as a semi-biographical 
instrument to unpack the following experiences; attempting to gain 
employment opportunities within the Academy; and negotiating staff 
and students perceptions of me as a Black Male within academia. The 
counter-narrative is a tool of Critical Race Theory (CRT) which seeks 
to explore and challenge the prevalence of racial inequality within 
society (Cordova 1998; Solorzano and Yosso 2002). This chapter will 
conclude with future considerations for greater diversification within 
Higher Education and exploring my own position as a practitioner and 
researcher of race and social justice discourse within the Academy.

Gaining Entry into the Ivory Tower

The centrality and all-encompassing nature of Whiteness makes it 
extremely difficult to penetrate within academia (Ansley 1997; Gillborn 
2015; Shilliam 2015). The normativity of this supremacy has meant that 
the Academy continues to remain the province of the White Middle 
classes, with recruitment processes often resembling academic appoint-
ments made through conscious biases (Alexander and Arday 2015; ECU 
2015). A process which continues to be the most prominent disabler of 
diversity. Upon recalling my experiences of attempting to gain employ-
ment within academia; I am reminded of the countless times I have 
walked into an interview situation where a normally all-White panel 
are astounded to see a Black Male applicant. At this point, I am already 



164     J. Arday

mindful that several racial ascriptions are taking place in the mind of 
the interviewees which potentially boarder on an ignorant disposition. 
This is contradictory to the footnote that nowadays precedes most job 
advertisements in academia… ‘We value a diverse workforce and would 
particularly welcome applications from BME candidates where we are 
currently underrepresented’. The continued dearth of BME academ-
ics within the sector suggests this statement to be a tokenistic response 
to increased calls for greater diversification of academic staff (Ahmed 
2012; Bhopal 2014). At the end of all interviews, I have always taken 
the opportunity to claim a small semblance of control and redistribute 
the power dynamics that so often do not work in the favour of BME 
applicants. The questions I pose always query two fundamental aspects; 
‘Is your staff and student population diverse?’ the common response to 
this being… ‘No’. This is followed by interrogating the interview panel 
further; ‘What is your university doing to promote greater diversifica-
tion of staff and students?’ By this point there is a slight sadistic thrill 
gained from observing (in most, not all cases) a clearly non-cognisant 
panel squirm on race-related politics and issues. For a short period, 
the discomfort encountered whilst answering these questions provides 
a brief source of amusement for what quite frankly will often result in 
an unsuccessful interview. In many cases, I am rarely provided with the 
reasons as to why I was unsuccessful, compounding the disappointment 
further and making this harder to comprehend. Conveying this experi-
ence to others is difficult, particularly White colleagues who often view 
my interpretations of these ‘racialised’ encounters as subjective, interpre-
tive and without an evidence base. The wall of fragility which I encoun-
ter has become an expected and obvious reaction towards discussing or 
disseminating experiences of racial inequality within academia or society 
more generally (McIntosh 1992; Shilliam 2015).

My experiences illustrate the multi-dimensional reach of Whiteness 
and how it can be utilised to continually facilitate processes which per-
petrate racial inequality (Picower 2009). These processes ensure that 
BME academics continue to operate on the periphery of our over-
whelmingly White institutions (Casey 1993). Universities by and 
large are often lauded as a microcosm of society and a hub for multi- 
culturalism and diversity (Alexander and Arday 2015). I have always 
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found it interesting how universities interpret ‘diversity and equality’ 
as they have always been wedded to the idea of meritocracy, which is 
somewhat of a fallacy upon examining the current landscape. Research 
(Arday 2017a; Alexander and Arday 2015; Andrews 2016; ECU 2015; 
Shilliam 2015) suggests that in fact universities are deepening and per-
petuating inequitable cultures which reinforce poor diversification and 
racial inequality. This becomes contradictory of the egalitarian utopia 
espoused by universities, especially when they continue to create ineq-
uitable systems through recruitment processes which appear to disad-
vantage BME applicants (Bhopal 2014). Clearly, these systems have not 
been penetrative because there remains an impenetrable ‘glass-ceiling’ 
which ensures that the centrality of Whiteness pervades at the expense 
of BME academics (Ahmed 2012).

This narrative and these barriers become entrenched within the mind 
as a BME academic. You apply for jobs aware that there are inequita-
ble external factors beyond your control. You also become cognisant 
of your presence as a potential tokenistic gesture playing lip-service to 
the mantra… ‘We are an equal opportunities employer’. You are effec-
tively faced with a situation where it becomes difficult to approach these 
interview experiences with any kind of optimism, because you immedi-
ately become aware of two main factors; will they be able to look past 
the colour of my skin and will the interview panel most likely be all 
white? For many BME academics continuously in this situation you are 
fighting against a systemic and institutional problem which reinforces 
the paucity of faculty of colour within the sector. This problem is deeply 
engrained within universities, with its roots firmly entwined within dis-
criminatory cultures (Andrews 2016). As David Lammy MP former 
Higher Education minster stated in The Guardian in response to British 
universities employing no Black academics in top roles:

This is absolutely shocking. I am appalled that higher education is so 
deeply unrepresentative of the country. Universities talk about widening 
participation and fair access but the complete lack of diversity in senior 
positions sends out an absolutely dreadful message to young people from 
ethnic minorities who find themselves wondering whether university 
is for them or not. (David Lammy MP for Tottenham, Former Higher 
Education Minster, The Guardian, 2017)
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HESA figures from 2015–2016 compound some of the arguments 
 presented within this chapter. The 2015–2016 figures show universities 
employed 3,205 Black people as academics, 1,805 in secretarial roles 
and 1,410 in ‘elementary occupations’, including cleaners, porters and 
security guards (HESA 2016). Comparatively, HESA found 158,000 
white staff in academic posts and fewer than 70,000 performing cler-
ical or manual labour. Unsurprisingly, this all points to a reoccurring 
and enduring narrative… BME staff continue to be under-represented 
in less senior and senior levels within higher education (Bhopal 2014; 
ECU 2015). Under the Equality Act 2010, universities have a duty to 
ensure equal opportunities for those who may be discriminated against 
or under-represented. However, monitoring and accountability for 
senior university stakeholders who do not prioritise diversification of 
academic staff remains problematic as there are no formal penalties or 
sanctions, despite the introduction of the ECU Race Equality Charter 
which specially focuses on improving racial equality practices in higher 
education (ECU 2015).

Having been overlooked for several senior academic posts despite 
being suitably qualified, I am often reminded of my first experience 
applying for a job in higher education 8 years ago. I was unsuccessful 
during this application, but was proud to have been shortlisted. I asked 
the interviewer for some feedback on my interview and was really per-
plexed by their retort, which was, ‘unfortunately, Jason… sometimes 
your face does not fit’. At this point, I had not aligned this potentially 
to experiencing racism or being treated differently. As the saying would 
suggest, familiarity breeds contempt… particularly when you find your-
self on the end of these types of comments regularly. The language of 
rejection or covert racism as I would see it became more refined against 
a backdrop of diplomatic jargon, ‘on this occasion Jason, you were 
great, but just not what we were looking for at this time’. I was often 
left with feelings of why do I even bother? The thing I have always 
taken away from these disappointing experiences is that I am fortunate 
to be able to use my work as a vehicle to disseminate these encounters. 
Professionally, I have experienced more disappointment than success, 
which is commonplace in academia.
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For an academic of colour, this disappointment can be continuous 
and unrelenting. Perhaps, an important aspect for me now as a Black 
Male academic which I was unware of before entering the Academy 
is the dynamics and subtle nuances of racism and how this penetrates 
society and its major institutions. Being able to navigate racism within 
higher education, particularly when attempting to gain employment 
requires resilience. Significantly, what these experiences do provide are 
opportunities for BME academics to consider how they may circumnav-
igate racial inequality whether they are successful or unsuccessful during 
interview and recruitment processes (Leonardo 2016; Rollock 2016).

Negotiating Staff and Students Perceptions 
of Me as a Black Male in Academia

Penetrating the walls of the ivory tower and gaining employment is 
difficult, but perhaps something more difficult than this is negotiating 
staff and student perceptions which reside against a backdrop of norma-
tive Whiteness and dominant Eurocentric curricula (Pérez Huber and 
Solorzano 2015). My own engagement in negotiating staff and student 
perceptions of me as a Black Male academic have often been surpris-
ing, particularly with regards to the judgements placed upon your pro-
fessional capabilities (Ahmed 2012; Mirza 2017; Puwar 2004). Upon 
reflecting on some of these experiences, I am reminded of the constant 
indifferent treatment to my White contemporaries. Working within 
these binaries of racism can be enlightening due to becoming aware of 
how this overt instrument manifests itself in varying insidious ways. For 
myself and the majority of BME academics this insidious racism derives 
from the racial micro-aggression. Racial micro-aggressions are often uti-
lised as ‘tool of Whiteness’ to accentuate deficiency or to demonstrate 
that Blacks are not as capable as their White counterparts (Cordova 
1998; Leonardo 2002; Picower 2009; Sue 2010).

My encounters with this form of racism always resembled a question-
ing of my capabilities as an academic. The unsurprising caveat to these 
experiences came from the solitary position I have always adopted as the 



168     J. Arday

only or one of few Black members of faculty. Very often I found myself 
in situations where I was continuously under surveillance, an aspect that 
became quite upsetting as I soon came to realise that this type of sur-
veillance was not extended to my White colleagues. Andrews (2016)  
reminds us that often inequitable academic environments and  cultures 
are sustained by those that have the power and privilege to ensure this. 
The gap between compliance and enforcement becomes a real and 
 prevalent issue for the BME academic attempting to comply and not 
destabilise the establishment (Adams 2017; Shilliam 2015). Moreover, 
there is an awareness of who maintains the power and privilege, whilst 
recognising the vulnerability of your position as a Black academic at the 
behest of senior White administrators who have the authority to make 
your position become untenable (Ahmed 2012; Apple 2004; ECU 
2015). Effectively, operating on the margins has become a normalised 
disposition for BME academics, which has made us susceptible to feel-
ings of marginalisation, isolation and inequity (ECU 2015; Ladson-
Billings and Donnor 2008; Mirza 2017). During my time in higher 
education, I have always been thought of as deficient or not as capable, 
and I proffer this without a sense of paranoia, hyper-sensitivity or cyn-
icism. At this juncture, I recall two particular incidents which with the 
passing of time I have come to accept as part of the symbolic acts of vio-
lence which permeated my everyday professional life.

The first recollection, points to a discussion with a previous colleague 
after a period of student feedback in which the cohort of students sug-
gested that I had been a real asset to the module, something my col-
leagues at the time found quite hard to digest. A colleague then referred 
to me as a ‘dark horse’… stating that, ‘I did not know someone like 
you was capable of such things’. This comment was preceded by ‘Let’s 
be honest, the only reason students like you is because you are Black, 
and Black is the new cool, also you give everyone hugs and high-fives’. 
Interestingly, the gravity of such an overtly ignorant and racist comment 
was accepted as a source of humour by my White colleagues at the time. 
As the only person of colour in the room, I felt undermined, degraded 
and humiliated, with my mouth arrested in disbelief, subconsciously 
mindful that a flippant or curt response could potentially place me in 
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a position of further vulnerability. Unfortunately, what I soon came 
to realise is that while these comments are instantaneous; the residual 
effects of these racial micro-aggressions are enduring and a constant 
reminder that you are perceived as professionally inadequate (Ignatiev 
and Garvey 1996; Ladson-Billings 1998; Lipsitz 1998; Mirza 2017).

The second recollection, draws upon an encounter with a series of stu-
dents who all held a similar viewpoint in relation to being assured of my 
professional capabilities. During my time in academia, I have become 
very aware of how taken aback students are to be taught by a Black 
Male. There is a recognition that my presence challenges and disrupts 
their views of what they perceived Black Males to be, or as one student 
put it to me once, ‘Are you into Rap music…? No offence but you look 
like you should be a Rapper instead of a Lecturer’. To which the group 
responded with rapturous laughter. Mindful of my place as a minority 
ethnic individual, there are times where you visibly weigh up the conse-
quences of challenging and confronting such ignorant comments. This 
internal conflict undermines and erodes confidence, as you begin to 
observe this erosion reflecting back as you observe yourself in the mirror.

These racialised experiences reach a crescendo, when students ask you 
for your help, meanwhile making a clear judgement upon your capabil-
ities which place your racial identity before your professional compe-
tence. Frequently, I encountered the same experience which resembled 
providing students with support or advice on how to complete a piece 
of coursework or navigate their way through a module; they then dis-
cuss their encounter with me to a White colleague, to validate whether 
the information provided was accurate or inaccurate. With my credibil-
ity and competence validated by a White colleague, the students then 
gain a sense of gratification knowing that this affirmation ensures that 
the information provided was correct. As a BME academic, you often 
find yourself in situations where staff and students are both complicit 
in your racialised experiences. For me this realisation, really emphasised 
the scale, hegemony and normativity of Whiteness and the reluctance 
to embrace ethnic difference. Ultimately, contributing to further feel-
ings of operating on the periphery of an institutionally racist society 
(Alexander 2017; Gillborn 2008).
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Racism is ingrained within the Academy. As Leonardo (2016) states 
the elevation and positioning of those with the power and privilege is 
reliant on this inequity and imbalance. An imbalance BME academics 
continue to be disadvantaged by. I offer my experiences not to extract 
sympathy or awe, but to highlight the cumulative effect of these occur-
rences and demonstrate how eventually they lead BME academics 
to lose confidence; question their own capabilities; or sadly leave the 
Academy altogether.

Many of the narratives provided collide with the notion of racial 
equality. Inequitable cultures are sustained by the insidious and cov-
ert nature of the racial micro-aggression (Rollock 2012). The burden 
that accompanies BME academics resembles invisibility and hyper- 
surveillance by both staff and students, with errors being exagger-
ated and exploited; and praise being reduced to fortuitous episodes  
or occurrences. To assimilate yourself within these cultures, comes 
at a physical and mental cost; an aspect of your suffering that you de- 
compartmentalise everyday within your professional working life in 
an attempt survive (Arday 2017a; Stovall 2006). Keeping some sem-
blance of yourself becomes crucial and integral in BME academics 
attempts to survive the Academy. As Williams (1991) states the loss 
of oneself within the landscape of Whiteness, can be hard to retrieve. 
Unfortunately, this personal, mental and physical cost is one that many 
BME academics endure for the entirety of their professional careers 
within academia. The enduring nature of racial discrimination within 
the Academy shows minimal signs of relenting, unless senior university 
stakeholders and policy-makers actively attempt to disrupt these cul-
tures with penetrative interventions (Arday 2017b; ECU 2015).

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, a counter-narrative approach has been 
adopted to elicit racialised experiences of navigating the Academy as a 
Black Male academic. Understanding oppressive, patriarchal regimes 
is difficult because their foundations thrive on an unequal distribu-
tion of power. The function of Whiteness will always be used to as an 
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instrument to sustain hegemony, supremacy and inequality (Kincheloe 
and Steinberg 1997; McIntosh 1990). The point of departure which 
subsequently occurs at this juncture recognises that sustained and pen-
etrative efforts are needed to ensure greater diversification in higher 
education which are accommodating and inclusive of BME academics 
(Ahmed 2012; Arday 2017b). Achieving this requires a continuous inte-
gration of racist and inequitable cultures within the Academy. As gener-
ational and temporary custodians of the Academy we have a collective 
responsibility to dismantle racism and create a sector that is reflective of 
our multi-cultural and diverse society (Alexander 2017; Rollock 2016). 
Establishing legitimacy for BME academics within the Academy will 
always remain problematic because of the subordinated view of people 
of colour. However, disrupting racial inequality is integral if we are to 
collectively realise a more inclusive and diverse Academy.

Upon reflecting on this, there is something that has always comforted 
me even through the most difficult of experiences during my profes-
sional tenure in the Academy. Often, I am presented with the 18 year 
old Jason, and I remember the sense of euphoria that overwhelmed me 
once I had learned how to read and write… For me this was my Everest. 
At no stage, during that point did I ever entertain the idea that I could 
go from that particular milestone to gaining a PhD 12 years later and 
working in academia.

In July 2017, I was presented with a dream, in which I was talk-
ing to my 18 year old self… the day which preceded this was quite a 
stressful one in which I had encountered racism within the workplace. 
My 18 year old self, said to my older self… ‘Do you know what Jason,  
I know this is hard but you have achieved something great, against 
great odds… you have set out to do something and you have overcome 
every obstacle in achieving that particular feat’. As I awoke, I thought to 
myself despite the traumatic, racialised experiences I have encountered 
professionally, I am one of the lucky few in this world that get to truly 
do something that while difficult, they enjoy.

Moreover and perhaps more pertinently, I am able to use my  
voice to speak to the inequality I have witnessed and experienced. 
Perhaps, sometimes in the mist of these negative experiences, I must 
remember those BME individuals that do not have a platform to  
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discuss their encounters of racism; those who are continuously silenced, 
subordinated and marginalised without an outlet for their frustration. If 
nothing else, having the opportunity to provide this counter-narrative 
as a Black Male reminds me of how fortunate I am to be able to tell my 
story. It is my hope that this story may provide some solace or resolve in 
navigating racism in all of its institutions forms.
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Introduction: Affective ‘Eduscapes’  
in Post-race Times

In this chapter, I ask how can we ‘affectively’ navigate the intersections 
of gender, race, faith and culture in our rapidly changing places of 
higher education. In so called ‘post-race times’ it is argued that, in con-
trast to the ‘colour line’ that defined the twentieth century, the embod-
iment of ‘race’ through skin colour is now no longer an impediment 
to educational and economic opportunities in the twenty first century 
(Nayak 2006; Lentin 2014; Goldberg 2013; Kapoor et al. 2013). The 
pernicious discourse of ‘white hurt’ that accompanies the multicul-
tural backlash that characterises this particular ‘post-race’ moment sees 
equality for people of colour as an unfair advantage rooted in politi-
cal correctness (Lentin 2016). It is now believed, in the political land-
scape, that those who are the ‘really left behind’ and truly discriminated 
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against are the displaced white majority (Gilroy 2012; Bhambara 2016). 
In a visceral political ‘colour-blind’ climate where ‘race’ is deemed ‘off 
the agenda’, new patterns of insidious racism and deep inequalities 
are evolving in the ‘affective’ learning landscapes, or ‘eduscapes’ of our 
seemingly cosmopolitan but inherently white elitist universities (Caluya 
et al. 2011). In the commodified global industry of higher education, 
the challenge for our institutions in ‘post-race’ times is to move beyond 
the entrenched equalities discourse where institutional diversity is seen 
as ‘good business sense’ achieved through ‘targeting’ the bodies of raced 
and gendered ‘others’ to ‘get them in the door’. ‘Real’ diversity in demo-
cratic societies has to be a moral and legal imperative which fundamen-
tally changes our pedagogy and moves us towards a decolonised practice 
that embraces ‘other ways of knowing’ and being for all.

As a woman of colour and a Black feminist academic, living in this 
‘post-race’ moment means constantly asking questions about what 
shapes the worlds of profound difference that I witness for racialised 
staff and students in the ‘hideously white’ places I teach and work 
(Bhopal and Jackson 2013). The task of being an embodied raced and 
gendered researcher is not easy and the notion of ‘embodied intersec-
tionality’ (Mirza 2009a) that I draw on in this chapter is a useful con-
cept I developed to enable me to excavate the ‘affective’ processes of 
exclusion and marginality that I encounter daily on my journeys in and 
through academia (Mirza 2017). I focus on the racialised institutional 
‘flashpoints’ of recruitment, retention and progression which Black and 
Minority Ethnic students encounter on a teacher education course. I 
take a situated ‘embodied’ journey into the micro-institutional practices 
that feed the systemic institutional structures that maintain endemic 
patterns of racist exclusion in higher education in these so called ‘col-
our-blind’, ‘post-race’ times.

Telling Stories: Embodying Intersectionality 
in Research

The research study I discuss here looks at white tutors’ accounts of their 
‘best practice’ when teaching and engaging with Black and Minority 
Ethnic (BME) students on a Post Graduate Certificate of Education 
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(PGCE) course (Mirza and Meetoo 2012). The best practice stories that 
frame this chapter highlight some of the specific ways in which tutors 
approached issues of visible race, faith and gendered difference when 
supporting Black and Minority Ethnic students during their study.

The research was carried out in a higher education institution (HEI) 
that provides initial teacher training. The HEI was situated in a large 
multicultural city in England, and though the student body was eth-
nically diverse, all of the 23 tutors we interviewed, except one, were 
white. The tutors engaged with the process of data collection and openly 
shared their views in interviews, focus groups and questionnaires, 
describing what they see as crucial cultural and learning issues for Black 
and Minority Ethnic students. In contrast the discussion group of 
diverse students focused on their academic wellbeing. In particular mak-
ing ‘affective’ links between tutors understanding of their gender, race, 
faith and disabilities, and their ability to progress and stay the course.

Due to the sensitive nature of ‘race’ research, we drew on a Critical 
Race Theory (CRT) perspective which advocates storytelling and the 
use of composite characters to conceal and protect the participants’ 
identity (Gillborn 2008; Solórzano and Yosso 2002). Thus while each 
‘best practice’ case is complex and located in the specific circumstances 
narrated by the tutors, in its reconstruction their narrations do not rep-
resent any single tutor, or student, or event. Similarly the two research-
ers on the project were women of colour which had implications for 
the interaction between the researcher and the researched. In post-
race times when race is an ‘absent present’ (Lentin 2016; Mirza 2015) 
what will be revealed in interviews to a white researcher will be differ-
ent than to a person of colour. In the case studies white tutors often 
told us ‘happy’ and successful stories of overcoming racism (Ahmed 
2009, 2012). While such narrative exchanges may seemingly reflect 
the respondent’s interpretation of the racial and gendered dynamics of 
their social world as they see it, we were always aware that their retell-
ing was embedded in the embodied discursive practices that shape their 
social world (Applebaum 2008). Situated as ‘outsiders within’ academia 
(Collins 2000; Simmonds 1997) we recognised in the tutor’s narrative 
accounts, an ‘affective link’ between structural institutional process (i.e. 
access and progression) and the ‘identity affects’ (of how a subject ‘feels’ 
and experiences the social world).
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As an analytic framework embodied intersectionality draws on the 
concept of intersectionality, which is concerned with understand-
ing the ‘matrix of domination in which cultural patterns of oppres-
sion are not only interrelated, but are bound together and influenced 
by the intersectional systems of society’ (Collins 2000: 42). The notion 
of embodied intersectionality uses the malleability of the concept of 
intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989, 1991; Brah and Phoenix 2004) and 
takes it a stage further (Mirza 2009a). In this study it provides a way  
to methodologically operationalise intersectionality by mapping the 
‘affect’ of equality discourses as lived in and through the raced and 
gendered embodied subjectivities of the tutors and the students they 
teach. That is, it looks at how the external materiality of the Black and 
Minority Ethnic student’s situatedness (i.e. the political, economic and 
social structures that produce inequality) is constituted, reconfigured 
and lived through their corporeal representation as seen by the white 
tutors (i.e. as ‘undeserving’, ‘needy’, or ‘oppressed’ racialised others). In 
this way it illuminates how intersectional ‘othering’ is then organised 
into systematic social relations and practices. It is at the intersection of 
the material external world and the embodied interior world that the 
identity of the racialised, sexualised, marginal subject comes into being.

‘Getting In and Getting On’: A Journey  
into the Heart of Whiteness

The research investigated the micro-institutional everyday practices 
that reproduce racism by identifying the ‘flashpoints’ in an organisa-
tion that lead to discriminatory practices for Black and Minority Ethnic 
teacher trainees. One such everyday institutional ‘flashpoint’ resides in 
the recruitment and admissions process where we found systemic pat-
terns of racist exclusion. The tutor’s best practice narratives revealed 
the ways in which certain ‘black bodies’, such as the bodies of African 
Caribbean young men were perceived as ‘space invaders’ when they did 
not represent the ‘racial somatic norm’ within elite white institutions 
(Puwar 2004). Keith, one such African Caribbean young man, who had 
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ambitions to be a science teacher was told by a tutor when attempting 
to apply to a high status HEI, ‘Don’t bother to apply, African Caribbean 
students have difficulty in getting in’. However, when Keith breaks 
through the admissions barrier with the help of an access workshop and 
a sympathetic mentor he finds, as many of the BME students did, that 
he has to pay a high personal price for his ‘assimilation’ into ‘the institu-
tional heart of whiteness’.

Keith’s story is not an unfamiliar tale of ‘embodied ‘lacking’, ‘per-
sonal happenchance’ and ‘assimilated redemption’ that unfolds for 
many Black and Minority Ethnic students. First Keith was ‘protectively’ 
warned not to apply as he was seen—like all other African Caribbeans 
to inherently ‘lack’ the cultural and academic capital to enter the com-
petitive academic spaces of elite whiteness. Many students may fall at 
this first hurdle where institutional gatekeepers police the boundaries of 
what is an ‘acceptable or unacceptable’ body and which ‘type’ of body 
has the right racial credentials to be allowed to enter the hallowed halls 
of white privilege. Many of the BME students in our study said they 
did not feel they would stand much of a chance of getting into elite 
universities, with comments including ‘it is way too out of my league’. 
Their decisions tended to be moulded by an embodied sense of who 
they are and their expected ‘place’ in relation to how their race, class, 
and gender would be perceived. Many saw the ‘old’ sandstone and 
redbrick universities as more traditional and strictly catering to more 
middle class white students and therefore less accessible to them com-
ing from non-traditional educational backgrounds. They often com-
mented on how their familiarity with an HEI influenced their decision, 
especially if friends and family had gone before. Research shows BME 
students tend to stick to what they know is achievable and cultur-
ally comfortable, and in the light of exorbitant tuition fees, Black and 
minority working class students reduce their costs by not leaving home 
and going to a local university, often with a lower market value (Reay 
et al. 2005; Reay 2017; Smith 2007).

Nirmal Puwar explains how cultures of exclusion operate within the 
contested social space of higher education (2004). She suggests that 
Black bodies ‘out of place’ in elite white institutions are perceived as 
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‘space invaders’ when they do not represent the “racial somatic norm” 
within white institutions. She writes, ‘Social spaces are not blank and 
open for anybody to occupy. Over time, through processes of historical sed-
imentation, certain types of bodies are designated as being the “natural” 
occupants of specific spaces…Some bodies have the right to belong in cer-
tain locations, while others are marked out as trespassers who are in accord-
ance with how both spaces and bodies are imagined, politically, historically 
and conceptually circumscribed as being “out of place” ’ (Puwar 2004: 51). 
Such ‘somatic’ processes of exclusion in higher education are difficult to 
unpack as they are underscored by the embodied intersectional dynam-
ics of race, class and gender. Reay et al. (2005) shed light on these pro-
cesses of exclusion suggesting young working class and minority ethnic 
people can engage in affective self-exclusion when making university 
choices saying, “what’s a person like me doing in a place like that” 
(161). Processes of exclusion work through having “a sense of one’s 
place which leads one to exclude oneself from places from which one 
is excluded” (Reay et al. 2005: 91). For Black and Minority Ethnic stu-
dents it is a painful journey of what they must ‘give up’ of themselves 
in order to belong. Reay (2017) and Reay et al. (2009) show how Black 
and working-class survivors in elite universities learnt to navigate the 
hostilities of higher education through reflexively incorporating domi-
nant white middle-class academic dispositions into their own working 
class habitus. By taking part in the workshop Keith gained the cultural 
and academic capital necessary to ‘pass’ into ‘the heart of whiteness’. 
Kathleen Casey describes how Black student’s innocent expectations 
and eager quest for knowledge can take them on an unexpected journey 
‘to another place’ where they are transformed by the consuming, mon-
olithic power of whiteness: “young black (wo)men set off into the white 
world carrying expectations of mythic proportions … their odysseys, they 
believe, will transform their lives … but separated from their cultural com-
munities these young (people’s) passages turn out to be isolated individual 
journeys into the heart of whiteness” (Casey 1993: 132).

Ultimately, in the tutor’s best practice narrative Keith was redeemed 
through his ‘assimilation’ into a white HEI, facilitated by his ‘white 
saviour’ (the mentor). To be ‘acculturated’, lose your cultural mark-
ers, to learn to ‘act white’ (Fordham 1996) and ‘fit in’ is important for  
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Black and Minority Ethnic students, as ‘standing out’ can invoke deep 
feelings of need, rejection and anxiety within the ‘white other’. Black 
and Minority Ethnic students can be benignly or exotically different but 
not too racially sexually and religiously different as such radical differ-
ence is taken as a rejection of the institutional ‘host’s society’s gift of 
the multicultural embrace’ (Ahmed 2012). Thus to be unassimilated or 
‘stand out’ in an institution invites a certain type of surveillance that 
appears benign but can be deeply distressing for Black and ethnicised 
students. For example Patricia Hill Collins (1998: 38) shows how  
middle-class African American women in higher education are 
“watched” to ensure they remain “unraced” and assimilated when they 
enter desegregated institutional spaces of whiteness in the increasingly 
devalued public sphere from which they were hitherto barred. As the 
Black feminist Patricia Williams (1991: 74) explains as a Black person 
you can so easily ‘loose a piece of yourself ’ when navigating the trau-
matic everyday incursions into your selfhood on the journey ‘into the 
heart of whiteness’.

‘Staying the Course’: Equalities and the Sheer 
Weight of Whiteness

Equal opportunities is not always about equality in white institutions, 
and Sam’s case demonstrates the contradictions of policies aimed at 
creating an equitable ‘level playing field’ for students of colour. A post-
race ‘colour-blind’ approach to equalities, in which everyone is ‘treated 
the same’ whatever their background, was evident in the case of Sam, a 
Nigerian engineer. Sam was a mature student, who after a long period 
of unemployment and volunteer youth work, desired to teach young 
people mathematics. Though bringing a wealth of ‘non-traditional expe-
rience’ to the teaching profession, Sam was given no extra support when 
he was struggling to complete the course. On one hand Sam as a mature 
student suffered from the racialised misrecognition of the ‘African black 
male other’ (Fanon 1986). On the other his hypervisibility engendered 
a conscious colour-blind approach among his tutors that cut him adrift 
in a hostile learning environment.
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Whether their views were radical or conservative most of the tutors 
outwardly expressed a social justice ethos and wanted to be more effec-
tive in supporting their Black and Minority Ethnic students through 
their programmes of learning. However many demonstrated a reluc-
tance to take explicit ‘positive action’ to support a struggling Black or 
minority ethnic student. They often felt this amounted to unfair ‘special 
pleading’ on the grounds of ‘racial disadvantage’ that would ultimately 
lead to a ‘dilution of quality’ and ‘lowering standards’ on the course. It 
was common for white tutors to talk about ‘merit’ and ‘ability’ as an 
objective, value free ‘antiracist’ arbiter of true equality, without any 
regard for the caste, class and white privilege that structure access to 
such opportunities.

Sam’s story is a tale of the racialised consequences of liberal equity poli-
cies and a student’s resilience to overcome the structural systemic racism it 
engenders. Sam was caught up in the complex web of disadvantage inher-
ent in the liberal approach to equal opportunities. On one hand it rec-
ognises the need to ‘level up the playing field’ of opportunities to ensure 
people from excluded or disadvantaged ethnic minority or other protected 
groups can compete on equal terms with more privileged groups. On the 
other hand certain policies like ‘positive action’ which are intended to 
either prevent discrimination or make up for the accumulated effects of 
past discrimination do not tackle the underlying structural causes of rac-
ism (Bhavnani et al. 2005; Essed 1991). Thus while numerical targets and 
policies can be set if there is evidence of under-representation of minority 
ethnic groups within various levels of an organisation, professional inter-
ventions based on such race equality initiatives are imbued with contra-
dictions inherent in their racialised development. For example, while one 
tutor celebrated and embraced Sam’s ‘difference’ as a positive attribute to 
facilitate his access, another tutor interpreted equity as treating everyone 
the same in a colour-blind way. Sam fell into the gap between the two 
interpretations of equity (of outcome) and equality (of access) that circu-
lates in our policies in HE institutions.

Sara Ahmed (2012) argues equality policies and diversity documents 
alone cannot remove racism from the institution. These documents con-
stitute ‘non-performative’ institutional ‘speech acts’. Thus a university 
making a public commitment to diversity, or admission that they are 
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non-racist and ‘for equality’, becomes a ‘speech act’ that work precisely 
by not bringing about the effects it intends. She explains having a ‘good’ 
race equality policy gets translated into an institution being good at race 
equality—‘as if saying is doing’. For example newer universities which are 
seen as ‘diversity led’ (as they have many students from ethnic minori-
ties and lower socioeconomic backgrounds) present themselves as ‘being 
diverse’ without having to do anything. Simply ‘being diverse’ means new 
universities need not commit to ‘doing diversity’. The significant dispar-
ity between universities’ policy commitments and the experiences of BME 
students such as Sam suggests deep ongoing institutional barriers and dis-
criminatory practices in the higher education sector.

There are many costs to ‘just being there’ for Black and Minority 
Ethnic students in higher education and a Sam’s ‘price’ was high. Black 
and Minority Ethnic students are more likely to leave university before 
completing their course than any other group and least likely to get a 
good degree (Universities UK 2016; Richardson 2015). The most influ-
ential reasons for leaving are unmet expectations about higher educa-
tion. While financial and family difficulties, institutional factors (such as 
poor teaching), and wrong subject choice also feature, ethnic minority 
students additionally reported the feeling of isolation or hostility in aca-
demic culture (Connor et al. 2004; Bhopal et al. 2013). These are wor-
rying findings, as they signal the fact that many Black students do not 
feel they ‘belong’. Bodies that are visually recognised as raced and gen-
dered clearly carry unequal value depending on their position in space 
and place (Skeggs 1997). Sam’s embodied experience as a Black African 
man ‘out of place’ is articulated in Franz Fanon’s classic analysis of the 
colonial racialisation of the Black body which he poignantly argues is 
‘sealed into the crushing object hood of the skin ’. As Fanon writes, “Not 
only must the black man be black, he must be black in relation to the white 
man. The Black man does not know at what moment his inferiority comes 
into being through the other. In the white world the man of colour encoun-
ters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema - a slow composition 
of me as a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal world-such seems to 
be the schema. It does not impose itself on me; it is rather a definitive struc-
turing of the self and the world- definitive because it creates a real dialectic  
between my body and the world ” (Fanon 1986: 11).
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There appears to be two antagonistic forces at play in higher 
 education which frames Sam’s intersectional raced, gendered and classed 
embodied experience. One moves unconsciously and haphazardly 
towards what Stuart Hall has called ‘multicultural drift’ (Hall 2000) 
with its eclectic ‘grab bag’ of solutions for achieving equality through 
the end goal of ‘assimilated difference’ (Lentin 2016). The other remains 
the ‘sheer weight of whiteness’ which in HE institutions is overt and 
impenetrable (Back 2004; Alexander and Arday 2015). Gillborn (2008) 
argues whiteness is a position that involves the maintenance of white 
interests and white privilege. It does so by excluding non-whites and 
denying that white people are racialised. By asserting white supremacy 
is only claimed by extremists groups, whiteness assumes the ‘business-
as-usual’ silent domination which sustains the symbolic violence of 
everyday racism. This whiteness is evident in the ‘soft’ unchallenging 
anti-racist/multicultural position taken up by white student teachers 
and tutors (Lander 2011). For example Wilkins and Lall (2010) found 
racist comments aimed at Black and Minority Ethnic student teachers 
were perceived as ‘unwitting prejudice’ rather than racist. A comment 
such as ‘did you have an arranged marriage’ was normalised rather than 
been seen as racist because of the assumed ‘unintentionality’ of the com-
ment. Solomon et al. (2005) found student teachers rejected notions of 
white privilege as did Aveling’s (2006) study in which the examination 
of whiteness led to student hostility, defence and denial.

‘Threatening Bodies’: Navigating Institutional 
Gendered Religious Racism

The story of Kusbah, a young Muslim woman trainee teacher on her 
school placement illuminates how the intersectional complexities of 
gender, race and religion is lived in, on and through the Muslim female 
body and has real consequences for how she is perceived and the oppor-
tunities to progress that are therefore open to her. The overt racism 
which Kusbah experienced as a veiled Muslim woman shows the multi-
ple ways macro geopolitical discourses of anti-Islamic hostility in Britain 
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and its production of the raced and gendered Muslim female body 
operates through institutional structures in higher education to ‘affec-
tively’ reproduce racialised gendered divisions that inhibit the academic 
progression.

Kusbah’s story is one of embodied racialised religious ‘threat’ and the 
racist gendered physical and psychological containment it invokes. Visible 
Muslim women wearing the veil, such as Kusbah, openly face hostile reac-
tions in a climate of State sanctioned gendered Islamophobic discrimina-
tion (EHRC 2016). The scholarly interventions of postcolonial critical 
race feminists shows how the Muslim female body has become a sym-
bolic battlefield in the war against Islam and the perceived Muslim enemy 
‘within’ (Razack 2008; Razack et al. 2010). In the West’s ideological ‘War 
Against Terror’ the ubiquitous ‘Muslim woman’ has come to symbol-
ise the ‘barbaric Muslim other’ in our midst. The visibility of patriarchal 
community and group cultural practices such as forced marriage and hon-
our crimes conveniently contribute to the Western ‘Orientalist’ construc-
tion of the racialised Muslim other’s barbaric customs and cultures (Said 
1985). This is articulated through Muslim women being pathologised as 
voiceless victims of their ‘backward’ communities who are in need of ‘sav-
ing’ by the enlightened ‘West’ (Abu-Lughod 2002).

The tutors ‘best practice’ narrative of Kusbah shows how Muslim 
female students come to be stereotyped as either ‘passive or oppressed’. 
Paul, her white male placement tutor was exceptionally hard on a 
Kusbah because he believed all Muslim women make poor teachers 
and she needed ‘saving’ from herself and given a dose of tough love so 
she could make ‘the grade’. Paul believed he had a legitimate right— 
authority even, to comment and judge Kusbah as a weak and acquies-
cent ‘Muslim woman’.

Research shows Muslim young women in schools are often subject to 
white western teachers’ essentialised expectations about what it means to 
be a ‘true’ and ‘good’ Muslim young woman (Mirza and Meetoo 2018). 
Their lives in the classroom are structured by both openly expressed gen-
dered religious racism, as well as the more subtle forms of covert bodily 
regulation of their sexuality through the policing of their behaviour and 
dress. The teachers’ perceptions of the young women wearing the veil 
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were bounded by popular concerns about their agency and what they per-
ceived to be their cultural and familial disempowerment and restricted 
scope for choice. The hyper-surveillance Kusbah was subjected to by 
Paul in the cultural and social space of the school amounted to a form 
of ‘infantilisation’ of her agency and ability (Puwar 2004). Here not only 
was Kusbah pigeonholed as being Muslim and female but she was also 
seen by Paul as less capable of being in authority—with ‘pupils walking all 
over her’. She was viewed suspiciously and had to work harder for recog-
nition outside of the confines of stereotypical expectations. The constant 
doubt about her skills and the disciplinary measures she was dispropor-
tionately subjected to affected her career progression as she was being 
failed by Paul in her teaching practice.

Paul saw Kusbah’s Islamic practices and beliefs through the western 
normative assumptions about Muslim female docility and complicity 
with patriarchal conservative cultural values. However a Muslim wom-
en’s agency and acts of faith are rarely seen within the broader politi-
cal and social environment. As Sara Ahmed (2004) explains the figure 
of the veiled Muslim woman challenges the values that are crucial to 
the multicultural nation, such freedom and culture, making her a sym-
bol of what the nation must ‘give up’ to be itself. Muslim women are 
conscious of the ‘disjunction’ between how they see themselves and how 
they are racially constructed as a ‘female Muslim other’ in Britain (Khan 
2016). The embodied experience of being a British Muslim woman ‘out 
of place’ is articulated by the postcolonial feminist writer Lata Mani. 
She writes, ‘The disjunctions between how I saw myself and the kind of 
knowledge about me that I kept bumping into in the West opened up 
new questions for social and political inquiry’ (1989: 11).

For Kusbah being a Muslim woman was a crucial aspect of her sense 
of self and ethnic belonging. It was through her religious disposition 
that she expressed her embodied gendered religious agency. For many 
Muslim women the headscarf (hijab) is not a symbol of oppression but 
experienced as a ‘second skin’ (Mirza 2013). Personal embodied acts 
of piety such as wearing the hijab are an ‘identity affect’ which enables 
them to move beyond the simplistic cultural constructions of Muslim 
women in the media that negates Muslim female agency (Haw 2009). 
In contrast to the more outwardly collective masculine expressions 
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of Muslimness, in which Islam has been mobilised as a political and 
nationalistic power resource in civil society, Muslim women like Kusbah 
express their faith as a private transcendental spiritual space from which 
they derive an inner strength. Saba Mahmood (2005) seeks to explain 
this form of embodied gendered religious agency through acts of piety 
or taqwa. She argues Muslim women’s religious disposition, such as obe-
dience to God brings spiritual rewards in and of itself to the women. 
She suggests that in order to understand Islamic female forms of moral 
subjectivity and embodied spiritual interiority, we must move beyond 
western imperialist notions of libratory emancipation and the determin-
istic binaries of resistance/subordination by which Muslim female sub-
jectivity and agency is so often judged.

Conclusion: Finding ‘Safe Spaces’  
in Post-race Times

In this chapter I take a Black feminist embodied approach to  evaluating 
the intersectionality of race, faith and gender as it manifests itself in 
our overwhelmingly dominant white places of teaching and learning 
in post-race times. By interrogating the micro-institutional practices 
that maintain endemic patterns of racist exclusion in higher education 
the three ‘best practice’ narratives of the tutors that frame this  chapter 
illuminate what I call racialised institutional ‘flashpoints’. These are 
moments when Black and Minority Ethnic students on a teacher educa-
tion course come up against systemic institutional gendered and racial-
ised discrimination. ‘Embodied intersectionality’ as a concept gave me 
the theoretical tools to help me make sense of the PGCE tutors nar-
ratives and unpack the ways in which gender, race, religion, and other 
social divisions were simultaneously experienced as lived realities on 
and through the Black male and Muslim female bodies of Keith, Sam 
and Kusbah. All three students were constructed as ‘bodies out of place’ 
in the ‘best practice’ equality narratives of the tutors. In each case the 
students embodied raced and gendered human agency framed their 
struggle for life chances and determined their academic well-being and 
progress through the course.
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The experience of racism was not uncommon during the student’s 
course and tutors reported having to deal directly with incidents around 
gendered race faith based ethnic and cultural differences. Teacher 
educators often asked us in interviews, ‘tell us how to tackle cultural, 
faith-based and familial tensions without being racist or patronising?’ 
Generally, and somewhat surprisingly for a university with a ‘diverse’ 
student make-up, tutors were not confident and received very little 
training and support about issues to do with multiculturalism, bilin-
gualism, inclusive pedagogy and practice. Topics such as talking about 
Islam and ethnic and religious difference were consciously avoided in 
classroom discussions. While supporting Black and Minority Ethnic 
students through their teaching practice was a core concern of tutors, 
many felt ‘multiculturalism’, with its inclusive emphasis on accommo-
dating different cultures and religions can conflict with their ‘neutral’ 
professional aim of supporting all students to achieve their potential.

The white tutors were united in wanting more open dialogue in their 
institutions about tackling issues of racism that went beyond simple 
compliance with the law, they however found little time to do so. They 
expressed a desire to challenge their professional practice by developing an 
inclusive classroom pedagogy underpinned by culturally relevant curric-
ula and desired a ‘safe space’ for open and frank dialogue about tackling 
issues of racism at a personal and professional level. However decolonis-
ing taken-for-granted knowledges and entrenched ‘ways of being’ inher-
ent within our institutional walls requires not only deep self-reflection, 
but an intellectual and institutional ‘safe space’ to develop critical con-
sciousness. This is not easy to achieve and as Gaine (2001) asserts—if 
it did ‘not hurt’ then it did ‘not work’ alluding to the cognitive conflict 
associated with race awareness training, that without there would be no 
true shift in understanding the privileges of whiteness. However in the 
latest incarnation of bureaucratic anti-racist training, concerns about sys-
temic institutional racism in 1990s has given way to lessons in addressing 
individual ‘unconscious bias’ (ECU 2015). Such workshops are never ‘safe 
spaces’ for people of colour who are so often invited to ‘tell their story’. 
As Leonardo and Porter (2010) eloquently argue, in an inherently violent 
colonial racial order, race dialogue in white privileged settings means in 
reality, ‘Blacks disappear to give way to educating whites’.
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As committed researchers and practitioners, if we are serious about 
the political project of decolonising higher education, we first need to 
ask ourselves, ‘what are our principles of anti-racist professional and aca-
demic engagement, and how do we arrive at them?’ If we are to achieve 
‘real ’ equality of outcome for Black and Minority Ethnic people in our 
places of higher learning, the challenge for intersectional inclusion in 
‘post-race’ times is to move the discourse beyond targeting the bodies 
of raced and gendered others as proof of an institutions commitment 
to diversity. In post-race times, where ‘race’ is off the political agenda, 
to achieve a more diverse and equitable higher education system, there 
must be an honest dialogue on gender, race, faith and culture that goes 
beyond the ‘performativity’ of ‘race equality’ in our institutions—where 
saying you are for race equality does not mean you do race equality! My 
hope is always, that with visionary leadership our universities can be 
‘brave places of possibility’, opening up radical movements for achieving 
‘real’ race equality which respects and embraces the humanity of every 
person. The task is not easy, and as history shows, movements for racial 
justice are fraught with messy and hard fought struggles between the 
powerful and those who are deemed less than human. The sustainability 
and success of such movements are predicated on an ‘unsafe’ steep and 
honest learning curve for all those involved.
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Introduction

This autoethnographic account discusses our experiences of delivering 
lectures on race and ethnicity in physical education (PE) and sport to 
consider the extent to which our status as white HE practitioners rein-
forces and/or undermines white privilege in HE. As white males with 
research interests in other sociological phenomenon in the fields of PE 
and sport, namely social class (Michael) and nationalism (Stuart), we 
make no claim to be experts in the field of race. Instead, we attempt 
to position ourselves as part of the structures that reinforce the hegem-
onic status of whiteness within higher education (HE). Hereby, we 
explore our attempts to simultaneously develop critical consciousness  
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in both our own praxis and that of the students that we work with 
(Ladson-Billings 1995), in order to both illuminate and challenge the 
often unacknowledged inherent power of whiteness in education and 
society more broadly (Leonardo 2004; Leonardo and Porter 2010). In 
this piece we unpick some of the frailties of our previous practice and 
provide a discussion of some of the principles we are currently con-
sidering in developing pedagogic strategies that attempt to develop an 
actively anti-racist stance.

Despite the fact that the undergraduate programmes we work on 
incorporate lectures on race and ethnicity as a part of the curriculum, 
such sessions are comparatively low-status in comparison to the devel-
opment of sport-specific knowledge and pedagogical strategies in an 
applied context. Instead, lectures on race and ethnicity are viewed as an 
optional supplement for students with an interest in this topic, rather 
than a crucial aspect of developing effective pedagogical practitioners in 
the field of PE and sport. For example, within Michael’s institution, stu-
dents are offered the opportunity to learn about the practical application 
of disability sports techniques nearly thirty times over the space of three 
years, whereas bespoke lectures on race and ethnicity are only offered 
four times. This therefore illustrates that in our experience issues of race 
and ethnicity are often marginalised during the development of PE and 
sport practitioners, with a lack of emphasis on the importance of devel-
oping praxis which challenges the normative whiteness of these fields.

This chapter therefore aims to consider whether our past practice has 
provided a critical pedagogic voice, or if it has simply provided a plat-
form for white academics to unconsciously reinforce the institutional 
whiteness of HE. In particular, we reflect upon the possibility for white 
academics such as ourselves to empathise with the racialised social expe-
riences of BME students in our cohorts, and the potential risk that our 
practice simply offers tokenistic discussion of race which reinforce the 
current forms of inequality and white privilege, whilst violating the 
alterity of our students (Frank 2004; Levinas 1999). These risks to our 
students’ alterity, and the resultant need for respect of their position 
as an ‘other’ whose experiences and emotions which can never be fully 
understood, thus demand that we, as white academics, critically reflect 
upon the potential unintended outcomes of our practice in this regard.
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Given that academic discussion of race and racism in HE is under-
developed across disciplines compared to other aspects of identity, 
such as gender, it can be argued that there is a requirement for ped-
agogy to instigate activism within the student body. To this end, we 
heed the arguments of Flintoff et al. (2015) who rightfully identify the 
benefits of exploring our personal experiences of white privilege within 
the domain of PE and sport. However, in line with the arguments of 
(Leonardo 2004; Leonardo and Porter 2010), we also reflect on how we 
have sought to develop our pedagogical practice when teaching about 
race and ethnicity in order to move beyond narcissistic accounts and 
discussions of our ‘whiteness’, and attempting instead to encourage 
our students from all racial and ethnic backgrounds to critically reflect 
upon the structural factors which continue to perpetuate white racial 
dominance in society. As a result, we hope to provide stimulus for fel-
low white academics to adopt pedagogical approaches that provide the 
impetus for activism and empowerment, whilst exploring the nature of 
normative behaviours associated with ‘whiteness’ in HE.

We adopt an autoethnographic methodological approach to inform 
our forthcoming discussion, centering our discussion around a series of 
reflective vignettes on critical events which epitomise our many shared 
ruminations on our ‘whiteness’ when delivering lectures on the topics of 
race and ethnicity. As has been argued elsewhere (Chang 2016; Ellis and 
Bochner 2000; Ellis et al. 2010), autoethnographic approaches facilitate 
an opportunity for researchers to both share and critically analyse past 
experiences with their audience, and this methodological approach has 
been shown to be fruitful in academic reflections on the nature of ‘white-
ness’ (Magnet 2006; Pennington 2013; Toyosaki et al. 2009). Whilst col-
leagues and office-mates on the BA Physical and Sport Education degree 
programme at St. Mary’s University, we spent a great deal of time infor-
mally reflecting upon our pedagogical practice together. As relatively 
inexperienced members of academic staff in our field these conversations 
were central in shaping our awareness of our own positionality within our 
field, and our practice when delivering content relating to race and eth-
nicity emerged as the most frequently discussed element of our teaching 
responsibilities. Indeed, it is the frequency of these reflective discussions 
which has motivated us to share our reflections with a wider audience.
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To this end, we have selected four vignettes which concisely illustrate 
examples of incidents which have challenged our pedagogical practice as 
white academics, with each vignette followed up with a critical reflection 
on the respective incident by each author through engagement with aca-
demic literature from the fields of critical race theory, education and the 
sociology of sport. The concluding section brings our separate ‘voices’ back 
together for a collaborative reflection upon the potential implications of 
our respective experiences for white academics, particularly those who also 
strive to move beyond simply creating ‘safe space’ discussions of whiteness 
which fail to illuminate the engrained structural nature of white domina-
tion and racial injustice in our society (Leonardo and Porter 2010).

Am I Too White to Talk About Blackness?—
Michael Hobson

Since the department’s expert on race in sport (a black male) had left at the end 
of the previous semester I’d volunteered to take the session on race the first time. 
Yet as it grew nearer more worries ran through my head, with just over a third 
of the class of thirty from BME backgrounds. As a white male will I appear 
sincere to my students? Will I offend anybody? What if the group don’t engage 
in discussion, or somebody says something ignorant or offensive? I’d prepared a 
lot for the session, thinking carefully about the tasks I planned to offer room for 
discussion but to limit the chance of causing offense. I’d even sent my slides to 
my former colleague to get his thoughts on what I’d prepared. Validation from a 
black peer seemed important for me to ease my anxieties. Nonetheless, I still felt 
on edge. An hour and half later and the session was complete and I felt a sense 
of relief; the discussions had been good, no one had appeared to take offense, 
and a few students even mentioned discussing the topic in their assignment. 
Now that I’d finished… this all seemed a bit dramatic.

During my initial experience of teaching in HE, I had embraced the 
relative comfort of teaching about the rules of sports, pedagogical mod-
els, and creative ways of transmitting knowledge. However, the incor-
poration of critical discussions of identity was something I did not 
appreciate the value of. The power dynamics associated with the content  
I taught were not was invisible to me, and as far as I was concerned 
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using what I deemed to be fairly exciting and innovative approaches 
towards teaching should be enough to engage all learners regardless of 
race. However, through exposure to critical theory, my opinion began 
to change with the focus of my teaching increasingly being orientated 
towards the sociology of PE, and sport, moving away from the “what” 
and the “how” of teaching and coaching sport that preoccupied many 
of my colleagues. However, even as a sociologist I still felt a discomfort 
in discussing issues regarding race, I often lent towards discussing safer 
topics such as social class, policy or social theory. If I as a liberal, white 
sociologist felt unable to approach the topic of race this led me to ques-
tion other people readiness to tackle such issues within HE.

In the years following the session discussed above, Morrison’s (1992) 
analogy of ‘the fishbowl’ has become an extremely powerful met-
aphor for the invisibility of racism which has informed my thinking. 
She argues that white supremacy in society is present on a structural 
level that reflects the political system and power struggle in which it is 
embedded (Taylor 2016). Like a fishbowl, these structures transparently 
permit the order of life inside, however remain invisible to white pro-
tagonists whose lived experience renders them unable to view their own 
privilege within the system. Within HE the ‘order of life’ derives from 
the curricula, the hierarchy of disciplines, the heritage of establishments, 
the faculty and the student body (Gillborn 2008; Pilkington 2013); 
all of these are shaped by the historical and cultural developments of 
HE (Bathmaker et al. 2013). Recent critiques of HE in the UK have 
described the hierarchy as ‘male, pale, and stale’ (NUS 2016) with white 
middle-class males dominating the most influential positions, both ide-
ologically within the curriculum (the dominance of dead white male 
theorists), and physically within the faculty. This has often left me won-
dering as a white male lecturing in HE, how to highlight and disrupt 
the structural inequalities and anxieties that reproduce white privilege 
within the discipline of PE and sport in HE.

Traditionally, the more vocationally-focused programmes such as the 
mass PE and sport degrees I teach on are viewed as being lower within 
the hierarchies of HE; however, these ‘lower-status’ courses often still 
demonstrate privileges to white students (Shay 2013). Through subtle 
implicit messages that are transmitted through daily practices of PE 
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and sports programmes in schools and universities, invisible pedagogies 
are transmitted, subtly conveying idealised forms of knowing for stu-
dents in order to successfully negotiate the terrain of PE and sport in 
HE (Fitzpatrick 2012; Aldous et al. 2014). Central to the construction 
of the correct way of knowing is desire for these programmes to repro-
duce ‘people like us’, a phenomenon that occurs in the recruitment of 
staff and the knowledge studied within courses (Alexander and Arday 
2015). Archer (2007) notes the curriculum of education studies within 
HE has moved away from the critical discussions of society present dur-
ing the 1970s, instead privileging understanding of the ‘what’ and the 
‘how’ of teaching, while the who is sidelined to a number of labels and 
acronyms such as ‘BME’, English as an Additional Language (EAL) 
and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). These techno-
cratic practices are rooted in the development of practical competencies 
of transmission of skills, drills, and behaviour management (Dowling 
et al. 2015). This knowledge is viewed as neutral to race, gender, sexual-
ity and other aspects of social identity, thus reproducing behaviour that 
demonstrates idealised forms of whiteness in PE and sport rather than 
illuminating its racialised nature (Hylton 2015).

Subsequently, this is reinforced through the lack of diversity regard-
ing staff members within my institution. Within studies of HE, one 
influential factor for students from all social stratifications and ethnici-
ties in their choice of institution is a sense of attending a university with 
other ‘people like us’ (Bourdieu 1990). However, while on the one hand 
my students from a BME background are becoming increasingly likely 
to experience others with similar cultural heritage in the student body 
(Alexander and Arday 2015; Gorard 2010), constituting approximately 
a third of our 300 students at St. Mary’s, the experience of being taught 
by ‘people like them’ is not possible at my institution given our entirely 
white staff team. Seeing individuals that display similar tastes, man-
nerisms, and physical characteristics is considered highly influential in 
drawing students towards particular topics and institutions (Ball et al. 
2002; Crozier et al. 2008; Reay 1998, 2001). This reinforces the notion 
that white academics act as custodians of knowledge who unconsciously 
reinforce a hierarchy of whiteness and ‘other’ BME students. This can 
result in BME students experiencing a disconnect from the faculty, and 
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experiencing a sense of the university being a white space. In sum, this 
section is representative of the awakening of my critical consciousness 
regarding the inherent whiteness of our field within HE, and the need 
for more actively anti-racist pedagogical stances.

The ‘Affective Domain’ and Student Alterity 
in Higher Education—Stuart Whigham

6 months after leaving St Mary’s, I receive a ‘Jiscmail’ mailing list email from 
my replacement as module leader on the second year sociology of sport and 
PE module. Curious, I read on to discover that they are appealing for guest 
lecturers to deliver particular sessions on the module relating to religion, sex-
uality, social inclusion, race and ethnicity in sport, arguing their privileged 
position as a “straight, white, atheist, PhD-educated” academic potentially 
prevents them from adopting a sufficiently “critical vantage” to deliver these 
topics. I immediately feel uncomfortable as this new set of eyes on the module 
content has confirmed a nagging feeling that I had discussed with my previous 
colleague Michael – my inability to truly empathise with my students when 
delivering these sessions from a similarly privileged standpoint. I feel a flush of 
embarrassed red coming over my face as I reflect on whether I have been doing 
my Black, Ethnic Minority, female, or LGBT students a disservice through my 
fudged attempts to empathise with their lived experiences, or whether I have 
simply missed a trick to enhance the quality of their learning experience by 
failing to enlist the help of academics with specialisms on these topics…

With Michael having considered his increased awareness of ‘white 
privilege’ in HE, my attention now turns to the manifestation of this 
privileged position when delivering educational content on race. In par-
ticular, I draw on the work of Bloom (1956) and Bloom et al. (1956) 
on the contrasting domains of learning, with specific reference to learn-
ing experiences in the ‘affective domain’, to reflect on the issues of 
empathy and alterity highlighted in my vignette. For Bloom, learning in 
the ‘affective domain’ involves the development of an individual’s abil-
ity to understanding both their own emotions and those of others, thus 
being able to empathise with the values, experiences, attitudes and posi-
tions of others more effectively.



202     M. Hobson and S. Whigham

I have found the notion of learning in the ‘affective domain’ impor-
tant when reflecting upon the issue of race and racism in HE. This 
approach moves beyond simply developing the ‘cognitive domain’ 
of knowledge that racism and racial stereotyping exists in society, to a 
more empathetic understanding of the experiences of individuals of a 
different race where the learning experiences focus on challenging racial 
attitudes by considering the subjective positions of others (Flintoff and 
Webb 2012). Through my knowledge of the structure of similar PE 
courses in the UK, it would appear that the inclusion of sociological 
content within PE degree programmes, and Initial Teacher Training 
programmes more widely, tends to have the explicit rationale of foster-
ing this empathetic understanding of the impacts of social stratification 
on learners (Flintoff et al. 2015; Hylton 2015).

Whilst this use of sociological content to develop more empathetic 
and inclusive educational practitioners is undoubtedly a laudable goal 
at face value, I have found that the core assumptions of this approach 
to learning in the ‘affective domain’ are more problematic and, at times, 
potentially contradictory when applied in practice (Beard et al. 2007). 
For example, when teaching students about the potential barriers to 
progression to senior leadership positions within the field of sport or PE 
for Black students, or the potential falsehood of using sport as a means 
of social mobility for Black athletes, my understanding of the nature of 
racial discrimination is clearly limited by my lack of experience of such 
phenomena in practice.

However, these positional challenges may not always be fully appre-
ciated by practitioners due to a lack of self-examination of the privileges 
afforded to them by their ‘invisible’ whiteness in the educational domain 
(Flintoff et al. 2015). My personal experience of these positional chal-
lenges has always prompted a certain degree of navel-gazing with regards 
to the delivery of content on the topic of race and my inability to empa-
thise with the lived experiences of our Black and Minority Ethnicity stu-
dents within both education and society more broadly. Given that I have 
never experienced the effects of overt, covert or institutionalised racism 
due to my whiteness, my ability to provide a fully authentic or apprecia-
tive account of the impacts of race in the contexts of education or sport 
is undoubtedly hampered by our own privileged racial characteristics.
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Levinas’ (1999) and Frank’s (2004) arguments regarding the  concept 
of ‘alterity’ is instructive for exploring the impact of my white priv-
ilege on student-teacher dynamics in the context of HE. Both theo-
rists emphasise the importance of respecting the ‘alterity’ or ‘otherness’ 
of other individuals within social interactions, highlighting the risk 
of crudely violating the experiences and beliefs of others through  
well-intentioned attempts to empathise with others. In particular, Frank 
(2004: 115) argues that:

to infringe on the other person’s alterity – their otherness that precedes 
any attributes – is to commit violence against the other. Symbolic vio-
lence comprises the often subtle ways that alterity is challenged and 
violated.

The positional challenges faced by white practitioners in HE when 
covering content relating to race are fundamentally rooted in the vio-
lation of the alterity of Black and Minority Ethnicity students. Whilst 
my attempts to encourage learning through the ‘affective domain’ and 
the development of skills of empathy for white educational practition-
ers or students may have good intentions, I will always remain unable 
to provide an authentic and complete understanding of the lived expe-
riences of other racial groups who occupy the ‘liminal space of alter-
ity’ (Ladson-Billings and Donnor 2008; Rollock 2012). Furthermore, 
if the discussions I facilitate fail to critically examine the factors which 
support the structural nature of white domination in society, then we 
will simply revert back to the superficial ‘safe-space’ discussion of race 
denounced by Leonardo and Porter (2010: 148):

…the reason why safe-space discussions partly break down in practice, if 
not at least in theory, is that they assume that, by virtue of formal and 
procedural guidelines, safety has been designated for both white peo-
ple and people of color. However, the term ‘safety’ acts as a misnomer 
because it often means that white individuals can be made to feel safe. 
Thus, a space of safety is circumvented, and instead a space of oppres-
sive color-blindness is established. It is a managed health-care version of 
anti-racism, an insurance against ‘looking racist’.
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Race, Ethnicity and the Sociology of PE & 
Sport—A Case in Point?—Stuart Whigham

I’m pretty sure that at some point during my seminar on the topic of race and 
ethnicity in sport, the ‘n-word’ debate will be raised by a student for discus-
sion, as has happened on every previous occasion. This time it happens in record 
speed, with the issue raised by a Black male student halfway through the lecture 
who asks my thoughts on whether it is racist for a white person to use the phrase 
– no ducking the issue in front of a full crowd. Following what can only be 
described as painful advanced caveating of my response (e.g. context of phrase, 
intent of phrase, lyrical repetition versus self-selected descriptive term, and so 
on), I finally bring myself to hesitantly offer a response that I do not believe that 
using the ‘n-word’ necessarily makes someone a racist in itself, but that instead 
displaying racist behavior and discriminatory attitudes makes someone a racist. 
Having avoided eye contact with all students as the uncensored ‘n-word’ leaves 
my mouth, I hope that my attempt to break the ice will lead to a more open 
debate on the semantics of the word (and not a formal complaint)… my answer 
appears to be met with approval by the original questioner and others, and the 
ensuing dialogue on the topic weighs up different stances on the phrase from stu-
dents in a balanced and critical manner. However, I note that the only students 
to repeat the word uncensored are those who are black or mixed-parentage… the 
white students awkwardly fidget and stick to saying the ‘n-word’, possibly in an 
attempt to avoid the perceived risks that I appear to have taken…

Although a respectful appreciation of student alterity can begin to 
address some of the challenges faced by white HE practitioners when 
discussing topics relating to race, it is also abundantly clear that a num-
ber of other challenges remain for consideration. My attention now 
turns to the specific academic field in which my experiences lie, namely 
the sociology of PE and sport, to reflect upon how these challenges have 
presented themselves in practice.

Sociology of sport is said to suffer from ‘double domination’ 
(Bourdieu 1988: 153), creating the “specific difficulties that the soci-
ology of sport encounters: scorned by sociologists, it is despised by 
sportspersons”. This ‘double domination’ that inflicts the sociology of 
sport emanates from, first, the relatively low status of sport within the 
general field of sociology (Carrington 2015). This is due to perceptions  
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about the triviality of sport as a social phenomenon. Secondly, there 
is a general dislike from the sporting profession due to the often criti-
cal arguments of sociologists about the nature of sport. Despite these 
spurious headwinds for the sociological study of sport and PE, the very 
nature of these activities are undoubtedly an extremely useful medium 
for examining the impact of race on society historically and contempo-
raneously with my students, given both the centrality of sports within 
global popular culture and the ‘embodied’ nature of sport which pro-
vides an explicit, highly visual representation of racial stratification 
within the sporting domain.

Indeed, sports and PE can be viewed as analogous examples for the 
wider effects of racial stratification within wider society, with phenom-
ena such as the ‘racial stacking’ of playing positions, whereby leadership 
and decision-making positions have been historically dominated by 
white players in contrast to the over-representation of Black players in 
positions demanding power and pace. This phenomenon has thus been 
attributed to false perceptions of contrasting physical and intellectual 
capabilities of different racial groups based on misleading, biologically- 
deterministic ‘evidence’ (Azzorito and Harrison 2008; Entine 2001; 
Hoberman 1997; Hylton 2015; St. Louis 2003, 2004). Sport and PE 
have therefore acted as a useful medium to explore some of the wider 
impacts of race within education and society more broadly within my 
teaching practice in HE.

However, discussion of concepts such as racial stacking, the lack of 
representation of BME individuals in leadership positions, and the 
way in which BME sports people are stereotyped in the media fail to 
highlight notions of white privilege (Carrington 2010, 2013; Hylton 
2015). The focus becomes on how seemingly distant organisations mis-
treat and misrepresent BME sports people. Although doing so may help 
my students developed an understanding of discrimination, this fails to 
develop an understanding of white privilege. Furthermore, my attempts 
to foster open discussion of racial terminology and slurs, such as in the 
example of my above vignette, can arguably only achieve the superficial, 
‘safe space’ discussions which Leonardo and Porter (2010) are critical of. 
Nonetheless, Hylton’s (2015) extensive critical reflections on the impor-
tance of pedagogical practices which support critical exploration of the 
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nature of ‘race talk’ within the domain of sport and PE exemplify the 
fertile nature of these topics for developing critical practitioners. To this 
end, Hylton argues that “talking critically about these myths and stere-
otypes disrupts the calcifying of racial ideas that could potentially lead 
to new generations of PE educators and leaders in sport reproducing 
toxic racialised ideologies” (2015: 511); this is a position which we have 
attempted to embrace within our own teaching practice.

‘Discrimination Ball’—Michael Hobson

As I sit in the office preparing for my forthcoming session on race in PE and 
sport, I flick through the pages of Fitzpatrick’s Physical Education, Critical 
Pedagogy, and Urban Schooling, and I’m inspired by the practices of Dan, a 
teacher working in an underprivileged community in New Zealand. I quickly 
grab a pen and paper and start jotting down notes, thinking about how I 
can adapt his practices. The end product is an invasion game similar to his, 
played in teams of five, where the rules are designed to explicitly privilege some 
students and marginalise others’. Rules stipulating that only certain players 
can run, hold the ball, or are allowed within particular areas of the pitch 
are enforced. Furthermore, only certain students are allowed to contribute to 
team-talks and other students are to act as coaches providing feedback to some 
students purely on their physical qualities, and others on their intelligence 
replicating racial stacking. Once the session comes around, I do my best to 
make sure that the white males in the group who are the most distinguished 
athletes are penalised the most, in the hope of provoking emotions of anger, 
frustration, and disheartenment. It is my hope that the group can spot the 
game is a metaphor for society, and consider adopting similar approaches in 
some of their future practices. However, I soon realise that while the game 
embodies inequality, it will take much more than a twenty-minute game of 
“Discrimination Ball” to challenge racial inequality.

Although the above practice sets out to tackle social inequality, it has 
been argued that our academic discipline of PE and sport has tradition-
ally reinforced social stratifications in relation to race, gender, social 
class and disability (Carrington 2010; Dowling et al. 2015; Flintoff 
2014; Flintoff and Webb 2012). Sport has helped to perpetuate the 
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eugenicist notion of ‘the dangerous other’ by depicting the Black body 
as animalistic, aggressive and hypersexual thus normalising white priv-
ilege (Fitzpatrick 2013; Shilling 2012). For Fernández-Balboa and 
Muros (2006), the traditional forms of practice associated with PE 
result in a central focus on the physical development of pupils through 
depositing skills, and physical competencies. This reinforces the notion 
that Black students are physical and not intellectual, reducing learning 
in PE and sport to an embodied form of ‘banking’, ignoring the repres-
sive social and political contexts which remain unchallenged (Freire 
1970). The emphasis on sport-specific knowledge, learning theory and 
instructional models in PE programmes within HE diverts attention 
from the racialised nature of the sporting domain, neutering the capa-
bilities of students in terms of challenging the norms within sport, PE 
and education more broadly.

Reflecting upon my past experiences of teaching about race I often 
focused upon ‘barriers faced by minority groups in PE and sport cur-
riculum’, and have come to realise that this can lead to further isolation 
or frustration for members of minority groups. At times the stereotyp-
ical perceptions expressed by white, middle-class peers can further pat-
ronise and pathologise students from ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds 
(Leonardo 2004). For example, when I have set assignments that ask 
students to discuss racialised barriers to participation in sport, this can 
result in white students ‘othering’ BME students, placing the emphasis 
upon non-whites as the problem for not meeting the norms of society. 
This potentially results in superficial discussions of issues such as reli-
gious fasting, religious clothing, sub-cultural groupings and cultural 
practices (Hylton 2015). In doing so students from white backgrounds 
fail to recognise their own racial privileges by considering themselves to 
be lacking of ethnicity.

While the practical activity mentioned in the vignette above encour-
aged students to empathise with the position of others, as with the 
assessment tasks too it failed to extend beyond the confines of the task 
and achieve Freire’s (1970) desire for students to commit themselves 
to enacting social change by continually re-examining themselves, 
and challenging oppressive social practices. Freire’s position resonates 
with Fernández-Balboa and Stiehl’s (1995) contention that the study 
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of critical topics in PE and sport is insufficient; it is therefore argued 
that there is a need for practitioners in PE and sport to embrace crit-
ical approaches to assessment and delivery, avoiding transmission of 
current inequalities and power dynamics within the study of PE and 
sport. Interventions such as the expanded use of staff and student biog-
raphy within pedagogical practice have been argued to achieve this 
goal of embracing critical practice, thus creating a more reflexive and 
open environment which allows greater political and social agency for 
students and staff to re-examine themselves constantly (Camacho and 
Fernández-Balboa 2006; Fernández-Balboa 2009). One practice that 
we are therefore exploring which has potential to enhance awareness of 
white privilege is to set assignments that encourage students to reflect 
upon their own experiences of privilege and/or discrimination in the 
context of PE and sport. However, we recognise that this practice in 
itself may have limitations and is only one of a number of tools that can 
be deployed when developing an anti-racist pedagogy.

A Concluding Dialogue on Reflexive Whiteness 
and Pedagogic Practice in PE—Michael 
and Stuart

As white male academics teaching PE we both found the process of 
reflecting on our practice both challenging and somewhat disconcert-
ing at times. How do we overcome the challenges of respecting student 
alterity when exploring issues of race in our teaching? We do not wish 
to be defeatist in tone. Instead, we argue that the self-reflections and 
navel-gazing recommended in Flintoff et al. (2015) work on collective 
biography relating to race in PETE can benefit white practitioners in 
our field, and HE more broadly. However, in order to maximise the 
potential benefits of reflexive processes, we need to move beyond intro-
spection regarding our own discomforts or uncertainties when tasked to 
deliver such content by demonstrating a willingness to expose ourselves 
to vulnerability by embracing teaching methods which will critically 
explore the nature of racial privilege and discrimination in our chosen 
academic fields.
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We therefore advocate the use of provocative teaching methods and 
critical questioning which can force reflexivity from all students and 
practitioners regarding issues of race and ethnicity throughout all of our 
practice, thus embracing the potential impact of exploring the uncom-
fortable or awkward realities of discussing these emotive and delicate 
social phenomena. Furthermore, we also advocate the integration of dis-
cussions of race and whiteness within other lectures we deliver, instead 
of isolating it to the few dedicated lectures within the curriculum. One 
tactile way to do so could be to ask the questions such as that presented 
by Hacker (1992) “how much compensation would somebody need to 
pay you to become black for the rest of your life?”. Critical questions 
such as these help white students to understand the value that society 
places upon their whiteness and unpick the normative inequality experi-
enced by BME students within the field of PE and sport.
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In this chapter we consider the barriers in Higher Education for Gypsy 
and Traveller students in higher education in the context of wider soci-
ety’s understanding and attitudes towards Traveller communities and 
cultures.1

The structure of the chapter is as follows: we begin by providing an 
overview of the educational picture for Traveller pupils in the UK. This 
is followed by consideration of the barriers and opportunities within 
Higher Education by drawing on interviews with Gypsy and Traveller 
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students and families as well as university staff. The chapter concludes 
by summarising the issues and providing some recommendations to 
improve access and inclusion in Higher Education.

This chapter is informed by the empirical research of the authors who 
have studied and worked in Higher Education. Kate D’Arcy worked 
in a Traveller Education service for many years and undertook research 
into primary—secondary transition (D’Arcy 2010a), on-line and voca-
tional learning (ELAMP2) and the home and school education expe-
riences for Traveller pupils (D’Arcy 2014). Her move to teaching in 
Higher Education meant she had the privilege of teaching and super-
vising two female Traveller students who were both the first in their 
families to attend university. Discussions with one current and one stu-
dent who has just graduated informed this chapter. Lisa Galloway is a 
Programme Leader for Health and Social Care in a University setting 
and has over eighteen years’ experience working with diverse groups of 
students within Further and Higher Education settings. She has been 
using an ethnographic research framework to explore the complexities, 
challenges, and opportunities for Traveller students. Her research was 
inspired by her own educational experiences as a child. The research uti-
lised 46 interviews with men (26) and women (20) from the Gypsy and 
Irish Traveller community who are living on authorised and unauthor-
ised sites in ‘Westbrooke’.3

The Educational Picture: Early Barriers 
to Schooling

The term Traveller is used by the Department for Education (2010: 1) 
to include:

2ELAMP—Electronic and Mobility Project, see https://www.natt.org.uk/natt/the-work-of-natt/
the-elamp-initiatives/.
3A pseudomn to protect the identity of the real geographical area under study.

https://www.natt.org.uk/natt/the-work-of-natt/the-elamp-initiatives/
https://www.natt.org.uk/natt/the-work-of-natt/the-elamp-initiatives/
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Gypsies including Romanies, Romanichals, Welsh Gypsies/Kaale, 
Scottish Gypsies/Travellers; Irish Travellers, Minceir; Roma from Eastern 
and Central Europe.

As this definition suggests, some Traveller groupings have a distinctly 
common ethnic and linguistic heritage. Other groups who do not fall 
under the DfE Traveller terminology include Showmen, Circus peo-
ple and Bargees, because they are not recognised ethnic minorities but 
travel for cultural and business purposes. While the term Traveller is 
often used interchangeably, the groups it comprises are quite distinct 
and should not be considered homogenous. Nevertheless, in English 
schools there are just two distinct ethnic groups used to register pupils’ 
ethnicity—‘Gypsy/Roma’ or Irish Traveller. This data, collected since 
2004, has been helpful in providing some evidence of Traveller pupils’ 
access and achievement in schools.

Travellers’ achievement in England has improved significantly at pri-
mary school level. Recent analysis of achievement data (ACERT 2013) 
indicates that gaps are closing for Irish Travellers at KS24 and Gypsy/
Roma at GSCE level, but all Traveller groups start at a significant disad-
vantage. The Equality and Human Rights Committee (2016) confirmed 
that the educational attainment of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller children 
in England had improved between 2008/2009 and 2012/2013; how-
ever, the attainment gap between Gypsy and Roma children, and White 
pupils appears to have increased and Irish Traveller exclusions remain 
high whilst Gypsy/Roma exclusions have fallen. For all other groups of 
children attendance has improved but Traveller attendance remains sig-
nificantly lower (Wilkin et al. 2010). The picture for secondary-school 
Traveller students is less positive. There is a significant body of literature 
highlighting the barriers that may prevent young people from different 
Traveller communities from remaining and achieving in mainstream 
education. The main barriers include racism, bullying, discrimina-
tion, negative teacher attitudes and inconsistent or inadequate support  

4In the UK the national curriculum is taught in schools and this is organised into blocks of years 
called ‘key stages’ (e.g. KS2) and at the end of each key stage children are formally assessed.
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(Lloyd and Stead 2001; Lloyd and McClusky 2008; Wilkin et al. 
2010; Foster and Norton 2012). Traveller pupils have the lowest school 
attendance rate of all ethnic minority groups (DfES 2005; Equality  
and Human Rights Commission 2010). Traveller boys also have the 
highest school exclusion rate of all ethnic groups (Foster and Norton 
2012). Within mainstream school Traveller children are more likely to 
be identified as having a Special Education Need (SEN5) (DfES 2005; 
Wilkin et al. 2010).

There continues to be a lack of understanding and respect towards 
Traveller pupils. Consequently, expectations of these students are often 
low and the rate of drop-out during the secondary school phase is high 
(Derrington and Kendall 2004; Wilkin et al. 2009). A previous longi-
tudinal study tracking the progress of 44 Traveller students (Derrington 
and Kendall 2004) found that more than two-thirds had left school 
before the end of Key Stage 4. Wilkin et al. (2010) studied the national 
data and reported that this showed ‘a steady and disproportionate 
decline in the progression of Traveller pupils from one year group to 
the next throughout Key Stages 3 and 4…’ By Year 11, only 50.9% of 
Gypsy, Roma and Traveller pupils were recorded on school rolls com-
pared with 92.4% of non-Gypsy.

Derrington (2007) suggests that Traveller students in school resort 
to specific coping strategies to deal with cultural dissonance and social 
exclusion and these maladaptive strategies can be summarised as fight, 
flight and playing White. Fight describes the physical and verbal retali-
ation to racial abuse. Research has shown that this often results in 
their own exclusion from school even though they started out as the 
victim. (Lloyd et al. 1999; Ofsted 1999; Derrington 2007). Flight 
refers to Travellers’ low attendance and self-imposed exclusion. Playing 
White describes the concealment of one’s ethnicity or denying one’s 
heritage and is a fairly common institutional response adopted by 
pupils Travellers to cope with deep-rooted racism (Derrington 2007).  

5A statement of Special Educational Needs (SEN) sets out a child’s perceived needs and the help 
they should receive. It is reviewed annually to ensure that any extra support given continues to 
meet a child’s needs.
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The educational literature (Padfield 2005; Lloyd and McCluskey 2008; 
DCSF 2008) suggests that parents and pupils from Traveller commu-
nities can be hesitant to disclose their ethnicity on official documenta-
tion such as school enrolment and data collection forms. Wilkin et al. 
(2010) reported that within primary and secondary school Traveller 
pupils are considerably more likely to change their ethnic ascription 
than pupils in other minority groups. Their analysis at individual pupil 
level revealed that almost 70% ascribed themselves differently over their 
period in school. Interestingly, around 50% of pupils changed their 
ascribed ethnicity when they moved from primary to secondary school.

Acting White: Ascription and Entry into Higher 
Education

This strategy of hiding one’s identity is also a factor for those who pro-
gress to Further and Higher education. For example, one university 
Traveller student explained that she chose not to disclose her ethnicity 
at the UCAS application stage for fear that this might jeopardise both 
her chance of gaining a place and her future experience at the chosen 
institution.

I never put down that I was a Traveller at university because you never know 
what will happen, you put it down but you don’t know whether you will be a 
successful candidate because of that? There are probably a lot more Travellers 
that have not come forward. I did not put down that I was a Traveller at 
college but I am very open with it. I have a Traveller background but it does 
seem to – well in schools it does seem to have an —well bullying in school and 
labelling from teachers so I just thought, well I am doing all right as I am. 
(Jasmine 2015)

Such reasoning regarding ascription explains one of the challenges 
in determining the actual number of Traveller students in Higher 
Education in the UK.

This evidence highlights the reality of Derrington’s playing White 
theory. Traveller students are playing White to cope in school and 
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avoid racism and discrimination. One consequence of ongoing racism 
and discrimination is that we cannot ascertain the exact number of 
Traveller pupils in schools. Nor can we observe whether or not schools 
and local authorities are improving access, inclusion and outcomes for 
Traveller pupils (Wilkin et al. 2010). The same can be said for data 
analysis at Further and Higher education; we do not effectively moni-
tor ethnicity and therefore we cannot assess Traveller students’ educa-
tional access or outcomes. According to Galloway (2016) data analysis 
from Westbrooke suggest that the use of category ‘other ’ in enrolment 
ascription data is vague. We cannot draw any conclusions as to who the 
‘other ’ actually are. Additionally, there are those who identify as mixed, 
such as Scottish, Irish and Welsh Travellers.

According to the 2013/2014 Higher Education Statistics Agency’s6 
student record, the numbers of UK domiciled students with an ethnic-
ity of Irish Traveller or Gypsy or Traveller at UK Higher Education pro-
viders were (Table 12.1).

Once again Traveller students can only ascribe as being Gypsy or 
Traveller OR Irish Traveller. This limited categorisation shows how the 
state treats ‘ethnicity’ as an essential defining characteristic. The real-
ity is that individuals negotiate their identity very differently. This was 
reflected within the data collected and discussed in key work on iden-
tity (Acton and Mundy 1999). This negotiation is often situated both 
within an individual’s perception of identity and imposed externally as 
an adult explains:

Table 12.1 Numbers of UK domiciled students with an ethnicity of Irish 
Traveller or Gypsy or Traveller at UK Higher Education providers

Ethnicity Higher Education provider
English 
provider

Welsh 
provider

Scottish 
provider

Northern 
Irish provider

Total

Irish  
Traveller

0 0 0 5 5

Gypsy or 
Traveller

120 10 20 0 150

Total 120 10 20 5 155

6https://www.hesa.ac.uk/.

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/
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I am Gypsy, I have both Irish and Sinti heritage, but I am always classed 
as an Irish Traveller by outsiders, actually, by everyone. It’s just easier. (Bell 
2016)

Some students are from distinct Travellers groups, but they may choose 
not to ascribe due to fear of discrimination and exclusion (D’Arcy 
2014). At Westbrooke, one Gypsy/Traveller explained why they do not 
identify at enrolment:

I didn’t tick the box, neither did my friend. I don’t want teachers looking at us 
any differently or thinking like they did at school that we need special classes. 
That’s what happens when we say we are Traveller. (Smith 2016)

According to Westbrooke university equality and diversity data records, 
there had not been any student with a stated ethnicity of ‘Gypsy or Irish 
Traveller’ since 2012/2013 when there was just one. In fact, according 
to the data the college only ever had two students with that ethnicity 
(Galloway 2015). Galloway’s research confirms that students simply do 
not ascribe, and this may further confirm the complex issues of ascrip-
tion and identity as representative of the overall lack of data for these 
communities as in other service sectors.

Others acknowledge that they come from a Traveller family back-
ground but have not been brought up as a Traveller, hence may not feel 
that they ‘fit’ into the ethnic categories the state provides:

I did not talk about having a Traveller background in the first year- it did 
not occur to me. My nan [who was a Traveller] died after my 1st year and I 
thought about it then – how I missed out on understanding about my heritage 
so I was reading a lot about Travellers. In school they used to throw the word 
Pikey around. At a social gathering I was referred to as ‘Gypsy’ girl and then 
they were really embarrassed – another girl I told said “oh you are a Gyppo”. 
It did not affect me personally but if I had struggled in school with bully-
ing/racism abuse, only to get to university and heard that – that could really 
hurt me. The use of the word ‘Gypsy’ interests me – I was talking to people 
about Romany Gypsies – other people tried to correct me, but I am using a 
word that my dad gave me … (Rose, current HE student)
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At Westbrooke College there are similarly low ascription rates and  students 
tend to identify as White British rather than Irish Traveller or Gypsy or 
Traveller. The classroom setting reveals a far higher figure but students 
choose not to identify formally and play White, for fear of discrimination. 
One 19 year old female student stated she changed her surname on college 
forms so she would not be perceived as a Gypsy, she explained:

Being a Gypsy means people think you are dirty and you thieve. My family 
are well known in this town; we are on an illegal site so I know I would be 
looked down on. (Mathews 2016)

Traveller Students’ Perceptions and Experiences 
of Pre-Higher Education

Among the sample of students interviewed there were a range of differ-
ent educational journeys and perceptions of life-long learning. Talking 
to students it was clear that they are influenced by close family and that 
there is a lack of information about the range of educational opportu-
nities available to them. This directly impacts on their perception of 
Higher Education as a limited opportunity afforded to others in society 
(Galloway 2016).

Jasmine (an ex-Higher Education student) did attend school from 
her early years. She went right through school, and, as she suggests, atti-
tudes from her family varied about her journey into Higher Education:

I went to Kindergarten, my school was very old fashioned it was Church of 
England. We lived in small village and all my siblings went to primary school. 
My oldest brother went to upper school and did GCSE and started at college– 
he felt really different. He did not like it. We were used to very small class-
rooms in school – in primary school there were only 8 children in my whole 
year. I am the only one who has gone right through education in my family, 
but also my wider family. I am the first one to go to college and university. 
They have mixed views. They all finished and had children so they ask things 
like ‘what did you do that for?’ …’ it might not get you anywhere’. Others 
were really supportive. My immediate family were really supportive that I was 
going to university and the first one in the family.
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These types of comments reflect a self-identification of underachievement 
and concern about Travellers’ own ability to fit in and succeed in main-
stream establishments. Their perceived position can be compared to the 
experiences of the white working class. Reay (2009) proposed that the 
prevalent ‘common-sense’ view of the white working classes is that they 
themselves are to blame for their underachievement, that it is about cul-
tural deficits, lack of ambition, and the wrong sorts of attitudes that ham-
per their inclusion and social mobility. Similarly, Bourdieu’s earlier work on 
‘Habitus’ and ‘Social Capital’ confirms that habitus is produced and per-
petuated in cyclical form by an individual’s position in the social structure. 
The impact of such social positioning is critical and can be to some extent 
self-limiting on life opportunity. The reproduction of the social structure, 
along with class, gender and cultural positions in society results from what 
Bourdieu describes as the habitus of individuals (Costa and Murphy 2015). 
The reasons for poor Traveller achievement in education are, as Le Bas 
states, cultural and complex (Le Bas 2014). Le Bas (2014) is a Gypsy poet, 
artist and journalist and speaks from his own experiences and as an author 
on human rights and asserts that there is an interplay of persecution and 
racism, family self-sufficiency and a mistrust of traditional routes in society.

However, the complexity of challenges in education for Travellers is 
not widely understood and Travellers themselves, like the White work-
ing class, are blamed for withdrawal from school, lack of progress and 
achievement. Galloway’s interviews with lecturers across several uni-
versities revealed that they all held similar perceptions of Gypsy and 
Travellers’ needs. Although there was recognition of human rights and 
equality, and a desire to uphold legislation, the common view was that 
education is not desired by the Traveller community:

Gypsies don’t do education, don’t they all have trades? (Norcliffe 2016)

Assumptions and stereotypes, perhaps due to a lack of understanding, 
impact on educational aspirations and opportunities for the students. 
Negative media reporting regarding Traveller communities and pro-
grammes such as the Channel 4 ‘Big Fat Gypsy Wedding’ programme 
simply perpetuate these barriers. Foster (2012) reports that the pro-
gramme caused a real, measurable impact and long-term harm:
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Harm is on a number of levels, including physical and sexual assault,  racist 
abuse and bullying, misinformation and hostile questioning, resulting in 
damage to the self-esteem of children and withdrawal from school.

Lecturers in the focus groups stated that the only time that they had 
seen Gypsies was on this programme ‘but I am sure that this was a clear 
misrepresentation, I would not know how these groups actually do live’ 
(Michelle 2016).

Findings from Galloway’s research indicate that both university staff 
and Gypsy/Travellers themselves have low expectations of education. 
Among university staff there was a majority perception that education 
was not for Gypsy/Travellers and this view was also reflected among 
some Westbrooke families. College and university were seen to be com-
pletely inaccessible due to the qualifications required, especially among 
families who have problematic interactions with school or whose chil-
dren have dropped out. Young Gypsy/Travellers (aged 17 and 18) 
stated:

Isn’t college for people who have exams? (Tom 2016)

You can’t get into college if you haven’t done schooling. (Howarth 2016)

Moreover, the older generation spoke of their fears that education was 
a mechanism both to assimilate their people and to further increase 
their social exclusion. These fears are also reflected within the literature 
on social class and the rejection of education as an irrelevant resource 
(Bhopal 2009; Myers et al. 2010). Reay (2009: 78) confirms:

The White working class are at far greater risk of losing themselves in educa-
tion, rather than finding themselves.

In Westbrooke many adults felt there could be a loss of ‘our ways’ if 
young people were to engage with education in any form, with the 
exception of primary school as there was a clear value in learning to read 
and write. These concerns are valid for a community who have expe-
rienced years of exclusion from mainstream institutions, and where 
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discriminatory policies and practices have often attempted to simply 
assimilate and exterminate their cultures (Liégeois 1998).

Why would I want to be like you? How can a gorja ever be a role model? No 
teachers are Travellers, are they? (Joey 2016)

Attitudes from the younger generation were somewhat different. There 
was intense interest in college from the younger people (18–22 years of 
age) across the Westbrooke sample, and a strong focus on aspirations for 
university:

I’m not sure what I have to do to get there, but there’s a few of us would like to 
show that Gypsies aren’t thick; we are clever, we have laptops and iPads and 
smart phones, like they do …. (Levi 2016)

Why can’t we learn and do well? I might go to Oxford like that girl did, the 
show family wasn’t it? (Sherri, age 18)

Resolve like this was reflected in Jasmine’s experience:

The day my tutor told me at school- ‘you will never get anywhere in life’ - I 
came home and cried to my mum. But it makes you think ‘I can do it’, if 
you put your mind to it, it makes you want it more. People that say – you are 
never going to do it- you can say – ‘I proved you wrong’…

The fact that Jasmine was told early on by a teacher she would not make it 
to university, made her more determined to go and succeed in university.

I look at my degree certificate pretty much every day- just to say ‘I have done 
it’. When I was in upper school - they learn you are from Traveller background 
and they say ‘oh you will never make it’- and I did make it so I feel like going 
back and telling them. It is such a big achievement, you can feel really proud, 
deep down without being too big-headed about it…I would encourage anyone 
to go. I tell my brothers you should go and do it - the experience is amazing. 
You learn so much from other people …not just from going yourself. If there is 
something you want to do - don’t let anything hold you back- do it! I encour-
age as many people as I can – go to university it is really good.
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I never was put off. I did not have the confidence in school and college to speak 
to people, I was really quiet. But having to talk to others and be at university 
and be independent…it brings it out in you. So when I had to go for my job 
assessment day I had confidence to do it. You learn life skills doing a degree.

On the other hand, Rose’s story reflected some of the struggles in 
Higher Education, but these were not directly related to her ethnicity or 
background, but confidence and class:

I settled in university but struggled a lot, I failed first year and was behind in 
all course work had to take a year out. I had to retake the second year – then 
failed that second year because did not complete course work and attend all 
exams. I have just completed the second year.

I was not confident. Especially having a year out – I had always found school easy 
and then losing motivation. I expected it to come naturally and it was scary …

Not feeling like you belong in a way that it is not expected of you, is the big-
gest barrier. In university I felt at odds with wealthy peers – I have felt out of 
place because of class. Young people need positive role models who go to uni-
versity too who encourage them, but they don’t need to be Travellers. People 
need to ask for help at university, ask for support- especially mental health.

Rose also felt that positive encouragement regarding education was nec-
essary to promote access and ascription. In Westbrooke the need for 
positive encouragement and support was also reflected:

We need role-models, that what we need, someone to mentor our young people 
to do well in life…I think that’s what’s missing, people who understand and 
can provide some help. (Edge—lecturer)

Documenting experiences and views of education highlights the sub-
jective and often contradictory nature of education and how educa-
tional journeys are influenced by a wide range of factors. This is worthy 
of consideration. Traveller communities are not homogenous and nor 
are their educational needs and desires. Nevertheless, what cannot be 
denied is that they almost all continue to experience discrimination and 
this limits their educational opportunities. Three quarters of the main 
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case study sample in Westbrooke felt that the perceptions of Gypsies 
and Travellers are still seen as ‘bad’ in our society and that education 
merely reflects the common problems they experience with, such as 
poor access to health care, unequal planning status and inappropriate 
council policy towards providing pitches on sites.

A current example of the negative effect of legislation upon Traveller 
communities can be seen in the recent announcement of Government 
changes to Gypsy and Traveller planning guidance, called Planning 
Policy for Traveller Sites (PPTS). This policy includes a change to the 
definition of Gypsy and Traveller status for the purposes of planning 
policy:

Persons of nomadic habit of life whatever their race or origin, including such 
persons who on grounds only of their own or their family’s or dependants’ 
educational or health needs or old age have ceased to travel temporarily, but 
excluding members of an organised group of travelling Show people or circus 
people travelling together as such… (FFT7)

Friends, Families and Travellers (FFT 2015) point out that the defini-
tion previously covered those Gypsy or Travellers who stopped travelling 
permanently. Travellers in Westbrooke were concerned about this policy 
as they felt they might need to travel a percentage of every year in order 
to keep their Traveller status. If so, this will impact on schooling and the 
opportunity to progress to Higher Education.

The consequences of this change could deteriorate access to and 
inclusion in education. This goes against the recommendations on 
good practice in improving outcomes for Travellers in the past decade 
(Cemlyn et al. 2009; DCSF 2009; Robinson and Martin 2008) but as 
one of the adult participants in Westbrooke stated:

Why would that be a surprise when they have cut all the services on site, no 
education workers come on here now, only social workers. (Jackson 2016)

7http://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Changes-to-planning-for-Gypsies-
and-Travellers-website-leaflet.pdf.

http://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Changes-to-planning-for-Gypsies-and-Travellers-website-leaflet.pdf
http://www.gypsy-traveller.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Changes-to-planning-for-Gypsies-and-Travellers-website-leaflet.pdf
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Conclusion: Working Towards Inclusion

There are clearly a number of complex issues at stake in considering 
access and inclusion in Higher Education for Traveller students. The 
next section will draw out the key issues discussed in this chapter in 
order to consider how these can inform improvements to participation 
in Higher Education. The main issues include:

1. Ascription to an ethnic category that identifies the student as being 
of Gypsy, Roma or Traveller heritage.

2. Support and information for Gypsy/Traveller students and staff and 
those working with Travellers.

3. Awareness of teaching staff and wider society regarding Gypsy/Traveller 
cultures and communities.

Currently, we cannot ascertain the exact number of Traveller pupils in 
schools or Higher Education as parents and pupils from Traveller com-
munities continue to be hesitant to disclose their ethnicity. Centuries of 
discrimination have meant that Travellers are rightly cautious in declar-
ing their ethnicity for fear of the consequences. Capturing accurate data 
for effective ethnic monitoring of all educational outcomes is an impor-
tant starting point to enable academics and teachers to understand the 
profile of Travellers in Higher Education. Nevertheless, the benefits of 
collecting this data may be less obvious for the Travellers themselves.

Traveller education services have been hard hit by recent funding 
cuts, the Independent newspaper reported that half of 127 authori-
ties have either abolished their Traveller education service or drastically 
cut staff levels (Doherty 2011). Cuts to the Access and Inclusion Unit 
in Westbrooke have meant the closure of any on site provision and 
E-learning for compulsory school aged children. A national initiative 
(ELAMP) had supported distance learning using developing technolo-
gies (Marks 20108; D’Arcy 2010b).

8http://www.natt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Home-Access-on-the-Move.pdf.

http://www.natt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Home-Access-on-the-Move.pdf
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Nevertheless, Westbrooke college have adopted their own creative 
E-learning strategies (online teaching sessions, materials and Skype) to 
reach those students who cannot attend including Travellers. These ini-
tiatives have proved successful for the local college and university, allow-
ing students who had to be absent to complete their work and achieve 
good results. Two Travellers worked on-line to meet all their deadlines 
successfully (Galloway 2016).

Westbrooke also held a recent ‘Friends and Family’ event. All stu-
dents were invited to bring in their families to see the university and 
meet staff. This event proved pivotal in recognising the contribution 
families make to the student’s journey and ultimate achievement by 
supporting and understanding, providing emotional and often financial 
and practical support. During this event three Traveller families were 
present and spoke in their own language (Cant/Roma), showed photos 
of their families and told staff and students of their fears and also their 
hopes for their family members who attend currently.

Teacher training and awareness raising has been an ongoing recom-
mendation in the school educational literature (Wilkin et al. 2010). 
However, the reality of teacher education is often that student teachers 
focus on the technicalities of teaching rather than the needs of those 
they teach in any depth. One lecturer (2016) stated:

I did ask about meeting diversity and we did one module on it, but we were 
really looking at those cultures that there are more of in our locality, so class 
and poverty and disability issues in the main. There was no mention of 
Travellers at all.

Similarly, when undertaking staff induction, another lecturer mentioned 
that the ‘quick fix’ half day training does mention those affected under 
the Equality Act but ‘does not delve into the needs of those learners or how 
we might encounter them and how best to plan for them; half a day is not 
enough ’ (Day 2016).

The focus on Traveller inclusion and the need for better outcomes is 
not new. Better strategic directives, policy and action to improve those 
outcomes are still called for. Prejudice and discrimination towards 
Travellers continues, media portrayals are often damaging and Travellers 



230     K. D’Arcy and L. Galloway

continue to be marginalised and misunderstood. Policy makers and 
 professionals continue to write about and on behalf of the lives of 
those affected rather than writing with. The need to secure narrative 
detail and engage with those at the focus of such debate is crucial. As 
this chapter has shown, particularly through the voices of interviewees, 
Traveller communities want to access to Further and Higher educa-
tion and the creation of safe spaces and opportunities to engage with 
Traveller families is not an impossible feat. All that is needed is the insti-
tutional and political will to do so.
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Introduction

Muslims in western countries are caught in a discourse of 
 “securitisation” where their religious identities have turned them into 
potential terrorists. Such a discourse has promoted an atmosphere of 
Islamophobia, where Muslims are discriminated against because of their 
religious affiliation, where the hijab has become a signifier of oppres-
sion, and the bearded Muslim man reduced to a fundamentalist and 
a terrorist. Awan and Zempi (2015) in their research have illustrated 
how Muslims tend to experience more Islamophobia in the aftermath 
of a terrorist attack by terrorist groups claiming to act in the name of 
Islam, or is fuelled by media and political rhetoric around the ‘danger-
ous Muslim’ perceived to be a potential recruit for terrorist organisations 
like the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria or the Levant (also known as Isis, 
Isil or Daesh) (see Feldman and Littler 2014; Saltman and Smith 2015; 
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Hoyle et al. 2015). This sense of insecurity is reflected in government 
legislation, especially the counter terrorism strategies of western govern-
ments that aim to root out extremism, in particular “Islamist” extrem-
ism from their midst. The UK is one such western country where social 
institutions, from universities to community centres have been regulated 
since the tragedies of July 7, 2005 to “prevent” radicalisation of mostly 
young Muslims (see HM Government 2006, 2011a, b). The more 
recent piece of legislation, the Counter Terrorism and Security Act 2015 
has taken this regulation one step further by imposing a “statutory duty” 
on educational institutions to inform on students “vulnerable” to radi-
calisation (HM Government 2015a, b). Such a local context has further 
promoted a culture of insecurity about the Muslim identity. Such inse-
curity breeds Islamophobia, where Muslims have to constantly defend 
their right to practice their religion without prejudice. This context is 
also prevalent in educational institutions (BIS 2011; Tyrer and Ahmad 
2006), where Muslims continue to feel monitored, “studying under 
siege” (Saeed and Johnson 2016), with university officials looking out 
for “vulnerable” students.

Given such a context, universities then, not only have to uphold 
the “statutory duty” to ensure that no student is vulnerable to radi-
calisation, but also a welfare duty towards Muslim students to pre-
vent Islamophobia on university campuses. While recent scholarship 
on Muslim students has focused on Islamophobia or securitisation 
within universities (see Durodie 2016; O’Donnell 2016; Davies 
2016; Coppock and McGovern 2014; El-Haj et al. 2011), there is 
an urgent need to examine the kind of welfare provisions that are in 
place to support students who may become victims of Islamophobia 
in such a securitised context. This chapter enters this discussion on 
Islamophobia within the university by examining university welfare 
support that is provided to Muslim students who have experienced 
Islamophobia. Building on a study of Muslim student experiences of 
Islamophobia undertaken by the author between 2010 and 2012, the 
chapter highlights how Muslim students are often reluctant to report 
incidents of Islamophobia, either lacking confidence in the welfare pro-
cedures within universities, or afraid of standing out. These narratives 
have implications for university welfare protocols and its duty towards 
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equality and social inclusion, highlighting the need to reinforce a no 
tolerance policy on Islamophobia, which is often tolerated or ignored.

Universities, Terrorism and Student Welfare

Cases such as those of Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, an alumnus of 
a British university who attempted to blow up a plane headed to the 
US, or Roshonara Chaudhry a university drop out who attacked an 
MP by stabbing him in retaliation for the war on Iraq underline the 
potential danger of students turning towards terrorism (BBC News 
2010, 2011). With Isis the most recent terrorist organisation to attract 
Muslims including young British Muslims (though a minority within 
the British Muslim community), the Muslim student radical has 
become more dangerous. Suhaib Majeed “a physics undergraduate at 
Kings College London” and Tarik Hassane “a medical student who split 
his time between London” and a “university in Sudan” were inspired by 
Isis and convicted of terrorism in March 2016 for planning “to com-
mit a drive-by shooting using a moped and a firearm” in London (BBC 
News 2016a). These incidents become the impetus for counter terror-
ism strategies that focus on educational institutions to prevent radical-
isation of its students. Under the Counter Terrorism and Security Act 
2015 higher educational institutions are “expected to carry out a risk 
assessment for their institution which assesses where and how their stu-
dents might be at risk of being drawn into terrorism. This includes not 
just violent extremism but also non-violent extremism, which can create 
an atmosphere conducive to terrorism and can popularise views which 
terrorists exploit” (HM Government 2015b: 5). The “risk assessment” 
seems to be more at risk of simplifying a complex problem of radicalisa-
tion, a problem that continues to baffle academics and security experts 
(Kundnani 2012, 2015; Githens-Mazer 2010). The counter terrorism 
duty also takes on the guise of a “duty of care” (see Saeed and Johnson 
2016), that looks into “institutional policies regarding […] campus 
and student welfare, including equality and diversity and the safety  
and welfare of students and staff” (HM Government 2015b: 5). While 
the government has attempted to provide training to university staff  
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and personnel in carrying out the duties set under its Prevent agenda, 
innocent Muslims nonetheless are trapped within the security discourse.

Mohammad Umar Farooq, a student at Staffordshire University 
was accused of being a terrorist after he was caught reading a book 
on terrorism related to his postgraduate degree (Ramesh and Halliday 
2015). Rizwaan Sabir was arrested and held in custody with a friend 
for ten days by the police after he downloaded the Al Qaeda man-
ual that is freely available in bookstores across the UK for his research 
(Townsend 2012). In both cases it was the university that alerted the 
relevant authorities about their students’ “suspicious” behaviour. The 
reaction to Malia Bouattia the “first black woman” and Muslim to be 
“elected president of the National Union of Students” further testifies 
to the atmosphere of intolerance and suspicion that exists across uni-
versities. Bouattia has “been accused of being an extremist for cam-
paigning against this government’s Prevent agenda”, a campaign that has 
been supported by academics, and human rights activists, yet “when a 
Muslim woman speaks out on this, it seems she is suddenly a danger, 
and a matter of national concern” (Bouattia 2016). Muslim students 
at universities are not alone in being wrongfully suspected of terror-
ist behaviour. In schools Muslim children have also been suspected of 
being vulnerable to terrorism. A ten-year-old student who misspelt 
“terraced house” by calling it a “terrorist house” was questioned “by 
Lancashire Police.” According to the Muslim Council of Britain “dozens 
of” such “cases” have been reported to them (BBC News 2016b, also 
see Saeed 2016a).

With Muslims being perceived as a potential threat, their actions 
in schools and universities are constantly under a security microscope. 
Such students continue to face both direct and indirect Islamophobia 
from university staff, or fellow students. In a larger context where 
Islamophobic crime for London alone has witnessed an increase of 
51.9% between April 2015 and 2016 (Mayor’s Office for Policing and 
Crime 2015), such experiences are also becoming more common in 
educational institutions, especially after the introduction of the Counter 
Terrorism and Security Act 2015. These experiences further bring into 
question the university’s duty towards equality and social inclusion. 
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According to Kimura (2014) universities may claim to be committed to 
equality but there remains a stark difference between “being diverse and 
doing diversity” (Ahmed 2006a as cited in Kimura 2014), and “actually 
achieving equality amongst different groups” (2014: 529). The notion 
of “achieving equality” becomes problematic in a context where a par-
ticular group is singled out because of their religious beliefs, as being 
a potential threat. The challenge for universities in a securitised British 
context is to ensure that all students are treated equally, where Muslim 
students despite being the object of a security discourse are not singled 
out for being Muslim, where Islamophobes and racists are not only not 
tolerated but also reprimanded.

Methodology

This chapter explores findings from a larger narrative study under-
taken in 2010–2012 that examined experiences and responses to 
Islamophobia and the British state’s security agenda in universities across 
England. The focus of the research were forty Muslim women between 
the ages of 19–28, who were contacted through student Islamic socie-
ties and Pakistani student societies in their universities. The research 
also included a small scale survey of fifty-five male and female Muslim 
students undertaken at a national conference organised by a Pakistani 
student organisation that included Muslim students with a Pakistani 
heritage from across the UK. In addition, a representative of the 
Federation of Student Islamic Societies (FOSIS) was also interviewed in 
2011, as well as welfare officers at different universities. The author fol-
lowed the ethics guidelines set by the University of Oxford in undertak-
ing this research, ensuring that participants’ anonymity was guaranteed 
through the use of pseudonyms, and that participants were given the 
time to review information about the study, and the opportunity to ask 
questions, as well as the discretion to opt out of the study at any point 
during the research. While the sample is small, the findings from the 
research are indicative of important trends concerning Muslim student 
welfare that may have relevance for other universities across the UK.
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Islamophobia in Higher Educational Institutions

Tabussum: I think the kind of Islamophobia that we are dealing with is not 
the kind you see with the BNP, or the English Defence League […] What it is, 
is an institutional attitude towards the perception of the potential threat that 
Muslim students might be potential terrorists especially after the UCL incident. 
[…] Actually members of the Islamic society came forward and said we are 
really really worried, is the university going to start monitoring us. So we met 
with them, so it was in a sense Islamophobia from an institutional perspective as 
opposed to an individual perspective. So what we did was we managed to con-
vene a meeting with the head of student services, myself, head of the equality and 
diversity unit and talked through some of the issues that were worrying them and 
from that we managed to assure them but also make sure that their voice was 
heard, and make sure that we were supporting Muslim students in the right way.

Interviewer: What were the major concerns raised?

Tabussum: About being monitored, about being watched. […] It was just 
fear around that, and being treated differently, and being treated as suspects 
when they haven’t done anything wrong. Which is of course Islamophobia, but 
an intelligent approach to Islamophobia instead of the Daily Mail, Sun kind 
of Islamophobia. (Tabussum, South East1, Racism and Equality Advisor)

The nature of Islamophobia that university students confront in their day 
to day existence is this “institutional attitude” or an “intelligent approach 
to Islamophobia” where students internalise the fear of being watched 
(see Saeed 2016b). Tabussum’s discussion on Islamophobia in universi-
ties was before the introduction of the Counter Terrorism and Security  
Act 2015 and its “statutory duty” to inform on “vulnerable students”. 
The “institutional attitude” under the new security agenda has been for-
malised, where in the name of “welfare” students are to be monitored 
in case they display vulnerability towards radicalisation. The majority 
of these students are Muslims. However, while universities and student 
organisations such as the National Union of Students (NUS) have chal-
lenged this statutory duty under the campaign “students not suspects”,1 

1See https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/students-not-suspects-join-us-to-up-the-fight-against- 
prevent.

https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/students-not-suspects-join-us-to-up-the-fight-against-prevent
https://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/students-not-suspects-join-us-to-up-the-fight-against-prevent
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and universities like Tabussum’s have attempted to work with Muslim 
students, there continues to be a disconnect with students feeling targeted 
for being Muslim.

In the survey for this study for instance students were asked if their 
university “tolerates Islamophobia more than other forms of discrimi-
nation”. 43% of the participants agreed with the statement, with 80% 
believing that Muslim men with beards and Muslim women with veils 
“are treated with greater suspicion of radicalisation.” Stemming from 
this belief was also their inability to report incidents of Islamophobia, 
with many citing varied reasons such as:

I don’t think there is anyone I know who I can report to (Female, postgradu-
ate, 21–25 years),

Because I believe that nothing will be done (Male, undergraduate, 17–20 years),

I will never get into the victim mentality (Male, undergraduate, 21–25 years),

Not sure they care (Male, graduate, 25–30 years)

I do not like to cause a fuss just because some person cannot be bothered to 
educate themselves about why Muslims do certain things and dress a certain 
way rather I feel sorry for them in that they are so ignorant that to make 
themselves feel better they have to attack or make people who are different feel 
inferior. (Female, undergraduate, 21–25 years)

The myriad of responses to the presence of Islamophobia in universi-
ties, the lack of reporting, and the welfare provisions that are in place 
suggest a disconnect between the university and the students, who are 
either unaware of the services, or are reluctant to access them believing 
nothing will be done. Tehmina, as a member of her university’s Student 
Union has encountered this problem of under-reporting,

I mean for example I’ve been SU officer now. I’m not saying that I’m a fan-
tastic officer but I am more approachable, more familiar with the students, 
and the Islamic societies […] However I don’t think many of the students, 
or even lecturers going through Islamophobia would really know where to go 
with that. I think a lot of the statistics, many people don’t report the incidents 
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but the cases that I hear of, or the students I’ve had conversations with, or the 
unions I have spoken to, they told me it goes unreported there isn’t directly 
anyone they can go to. Or if they do make a big song and dance about it 
they can be seen as extreme or radical. (Tehmina West Midlands1, 19, 
Undergrad Social Sciences, British)

Tehmina’s observation highlights three important points which have 
also been raised by other participants: the level of approachability for 
such services; lack of knowledge about these services; and the fear of 
standing out. Another problem is also the student’s own inhibition at 
reporting the event, which often requires bureaucratic paperwork, as 
well as lack of time on the part of the student who just ‘can’t be both-
ered’ to chase up such complaints. Faiza who encountered Islamophobia 
during an exam by invigilators, one of whom asked her to remove her 
niqab in front of an entire room full of students for identification (see 
Saeed 2016b), did not report it precisely because she wanted to avoid all 
the ‘fuss’ and did not want to get into the bureaucratic process of mak-
ing the complaint. Faiza’s university has a high percentage of Muslim 
students, especially with a South Asian heritage. However, only a few 
number of students wear the niqab. Faiza’s university welfare personnel 
who was interviewed was confident that sufficient welfare procedures 
were in place for any student who may encounter any form of discrimi-
nation. She was at the same time confident that such forms of discrimi-
nation did not exist in her university.

Diane: We have contacts with all the societies […] we also arrange meetings 
with them.

Interviewer: Have the societies ever reported any problems?

Diane: Nothing at all. (Diane, West Yorkshire2, University Welfare, 2011)

Both the university policy documents that she shared and the welfare 
website of the university have a clear policy against any form of discrim-
ination, and has provided faith advisors for Muslim students. Given the 
large Muslim population of the university, three faith advisors are avail-
able, a separate male and female one, as well as an academic member of 
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staff. The contact information for these advisors is clearly provided on 
the university website. Despite such a strong welfare team there contin-
ues to be a communication gap between students and their university’s 
welfare advisors. The students are also hesitant about contacting the stu-
dent Welfare officer. Nadia, the head sister of the Islamic Student soci-
ety at the same university is often approached by young women with 
matters concerning discrimination or welfare. While she communicates 
these matters further to the Welfare officer she nonetheless encourages 
the complainants to speak to the relevant authority:

I think most students don’t even know that is available and don’t even know 
how approachable these people are. The most approachable person in the 
whole student union is a Polish guy, the academic affairs officer. Even the 
black student officer was with us for the prayer rooms and if it wasn’t for him 
we wouldn’t have the prayer rooms. He got us an hour free for jummah2 time 
every Friday. He got us so many things and if ever I have an issue I could go 
to him […]

He is Polish. He is fantastic and I would tell so many people to go to him 
because he will sit down and he will actually make time for you. But people 
are like how is he going to understand […] I’m like this is the mentality you 
have got to get yourself out of. He can help you. (Nadia, West Yorkshire2, 
20, Undergrad Law, British)

The disconnect between students and welfare facilities in universi-
ties is more complex than a matter of non-reporting on the part of the 
 students, or universities assuming that policies in place would mean 
that students would make use of them. The problem faced by students 
and welfare services at West Yorkshire2 are quite similar to problems 
in other universities. While many students might dismiss their experi-
ence of Islamophobia, there are others who clearly do speak to Islamic 
society members about their experiences. However, unless the Islamic 
societies take the matter further, often such experiences remain under 
reported. The reason for under reporting can also vary depending on 

2Friday afternoon prayers.



242     T. Saeed

the socio-political climate, a point reiterated by Tabussum’s discus-
sion of “intelligent Islamophobia” especially in the aftermath of the 
Abdulmutallab incident. However, in Tabussum’s case, with welfare 
officers who were trying to understand the realities of Muslim students 
the university was quick to allay the fears of the Islamic society, and 
was more supportive in understanding their position, thereby manag-
ing to clearly engage with Muslim students and support them. Yet the 
same racism and equality advisor also acknowledged the need to adver-
tise their services more to students, and to further pour resources into 
encouraging Muslim students to come forward with any complaints 
about Islamophobia. In the same university for instance, there were stu-
dents who did not report incidents of Islamophobia that they had expe-
rienced with other students, despite the provision of such services. They 
would either accept it as part of a socio-political context that problem-
atises their Muslim identity, or look the other way. Other participants 
have also highlighted similar reasons. Often unsure about the intentions 
of the Islamophobe, students are quick to dismiss or provide explana-
tions for the acts of discrimination, from ignorance to misunderstand-
ing. In situations where students perceive hostility but never directly 
experience it, there is an added fear of being perceived as paranoid or 
overly sensitive, or ‘making a big deal’ about Islamophobia which again 
prevents young people from coming forward and filing a formal com-
plaint. In order to bridge that gap between the university and students, 
the participants were questioned about the possibility of including an 
Islamophobia officer that was entirely dedicated to providing sup-
port against such discrimination. The students predominantly rejected 
this idea. The FOSIS representative captures the problem with such a 
proposition:

I would disagree with assigning an Islamophobia officer. You don’t want to 
create the victim mentality that the whole world is against you. Definitely 
there are people who are against you but the more […] you think you are 
victims the more you segregate yourself […] we have officers, welfare or black 
student officers or anti-racism. They are there to help students, whether 
they are that effective I am not entirely sure. The NUS is trying to give 
training around Islamophobia for student officers […] also a lot of Hindus 
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and Sikhs actually get treated similarly because of the ignorance since they are 
brown which is really unfortunate. They are also getting the same language 
and verbal abuse and at times physical abuse as well. There are elements of 
hostility towards the Muslim community. (FOSIS Representative, 2011)

Faiza a Muslim student who wears the niqab, had experienced 
Islamophobia and did not report the incident to the university. She also 
agreed that a welfare officer assigned to deal with Islamophobia alone 
would be ineffective. Such an idea would instead further create separa-
tion within the student body.

The more we separate I think the more people would direct hate towards us 
because you know we are already different and then if we have separate, sepa-
rate jobs it would only worsen things, make things worse. It would peak these 
attitudes you know what I mean.

Interviewer: What should be done to prevent them?

Faiza: I don’t think you can prevent these attitudes, that would only make it 
worse. Making things exclusive to Muslims would only worsen their situation. 
People’s attitudes would be I don’t know why do they need separate this, separate 
that separate. (Faiza, West Yorkshire2, 22, Undergrad Humanities, British)

Diane, the Welfare staff member at the same university also echoed sim-
ilar sentiments about greater division. Given that West Yorkshire2 has 
a large population of Muslim students, predominantly with a Pakistani 
heritage, having separate officers would not have been a sufficient solu-
tion to the problem of such specific discrimination, and would result in 
what she calls,

A different form of racism […] taking one race out, which ever race it is and 
putting additional focus will have a different impact […] it feels to me a pro-
cess of sort of greater separation rather than greater acceptance or acknowledg-
ment. (Diane, West Yorkshire2, University Welfare, 2011)

Participants echoed similar sentiments throughout the research. The 
question that arises then is what can universities do to create an atmos-
phere of no tolerance against Islamophobia, where Muslim students 



244     T. Saeed

can go up to university welfare officials and report an incident of 
Islamophobia without feeling like they stand out? One of the solutions 
proposed for university welfare is to build the capacity of existing wel-
fare officers instead of creating separate positions. As the FOSIS repre-
sentative mentions, training is being provided to Student Unions, but 
the capacity of the university to deal with Islamophobia effectively also 
needs to be communicated to students, especially in the present day 
context of a security agenda that imposes a “statutory duty” on univer-
sities that is akin to monitoring and surveillance of Muslim students. 
There is an additional need to address Islamophobia against non- 
Muslim students, especially Hindus and Sikhs who may be mistaken for 
being Muslim.

Since the emphasis of student narratives was not so much on lack of 
facilities rather than lack of information about these facilities, there is 
a need for universities to be more vocal about its no tolerance policy, 
whether by holding workshops for different student societies or having 
an orientation every year on different types of discrimination that may 
exist in universities and the protocols in place to report such incidents. 
However, student societies also need to be more proactive in promoting 
information about such welfare provisions in universities. Ahmed for 
instance is a member of his university’s Student Union and believes that 
his university which has an internationally diverse student population is 
well equipped to deal with any incident of Islamophobia:

Interviewer: Is there university support for anyone who experiences 
Islamophobia?

Ahmed: Absolutely from my personal conversation with the director at this 
school […] the dean for undergraduate studies, the chaplain, we have people 
in (my university) who are terrific on Islamophobia. They recognize that it is 
a problem and they I am sure, this hasn’t been tested yet, but I am sure if there 
was an Islamophobic incident where a student was attacked for just being a 
Muslim they would be quite strict in terms of following all procedures that are 
in place. There is also good support in terms of counselling services.

Interviewer: Do students know about this?

Ahmed: It is not very well publicized I think. It could be better publicized in 
that sense. (Ahmed, London3, Student Union Anti Racism Officer)
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Rukshanda clearly illustrates the problem of such lack of awareness 
about university provisions. Her example provides insights into welfare 
and Islamophobia related problems that may directly interfere with a 
student’s academic work:

I think the laws in the university are really good. I know one of the postdocs, 
she is British Pakistani and she was doing her postdoc in one of the groups 
and she was the only Muslim there. Her boss had an issue with her praying. 
He would say that you spend this much time when you go pray and would ask 
her if she makes up for the wasted time in the lab later. Then Ramzan3 came, 
and of course the fasts in Ramzan were long so her progress went down and 
her boss was also unhappy about that. But being a British she knew her rights 
so she went to HR, she complained about that man and she resigned from that 
job, and found a new job. I also know some Pakistanis who had issues with 
their supervisors and they put up with it for months until someone told them 
that they had the option of changing supervisors. But of course if students 
don’t know about these provisions then of course they will continue to suffer.

[…]

Interviewer: Do you think other students in your university know who to talk to?

Rukshanda: I don’t think so. (Rukshanda, London2, 28, Science Grad, 
Overseas)

Whether the best solution to the problem that Rukshanda cites was 
resigning or changing jobs for the student is debatable, what is obvi-
ous in this incident however is that any welfare protocol is irrelevant 
if it is not effectively communicated to students. There is also a prob-
lem of accountability, where appropriate actions should be taken against 
Islamophobia.

I think first of all people need to feel like something is going to be done. I 
think mostly people feel like nothing will be done whether it is a university 
[…] Or if it is you have to go through all these boards. If they made it eas-
ier if you didn’t have to go through a million and one boards and sit down 

3Islamic month of fasting.
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directly and speak to someone and have it dealt with there and then people 
would be more willing to do it. If people were generally more approachable 
and were part of the student life. (Nadia, West Yorkshire2, 20, Undergrad 
Law, British)

In Nadia’s university the welfare officers are also trying to get students 
of psychology involved with issues related to welfare to meet the needs 
of students who may have been victims of discrimination. However, 
universities need to go one step further and have protocols in place to 
reprimand Islamophobes, so students also have faith in a system that 
ensures their protection no matter what their religious belief. Ahmed’s 
Student Union for instance has been a success story in this regard, being 
one of the first Student Unions that gave a ‘a code of practice’ to stu-
dent societies and groups which instructs them to take action against 
‘any kind of misconduct,’ which includes ‘Islamophobia’. The success of 
his Student Union might be the result of greater involvement of Muslim 
students in student politics that resulted in students like Ahmed raising 
awareness about the problems faced by Muslim students, and a more 
proactive response from his university that is actively aiming to create 
an inclusive university environment.

Conclusion: Muslim Student Welfare, Counter 
Terrorism and the University

In a socio-political context where universities will continue to be drawn 
into the British state’s security agenda, Muslim students will feel further 
targeted because of their religious beliefs. While the more recent threat 
of Isis and its appeal to a minority of Muslims, some of whom are stu-
dents cannot and should not be ignored, stigmatising an entire Muslim 
student community within the university is also not the solution. 
However, while the UK government and higher educational institutions 
attempt to balance between security, equality and their duty of care 
towards all students, this chapter has illustrated that an atmosphere of 
distrust and insecurity exists within university campuses (also see Saeed 
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and Johnson 2016). It is important to note that the study explored in 
this chapter was undertaken in 2010–2012 before the introduction of 
the “statutory duty” under the counter terrorism agenda of 2015. Given 
media reports of students as young as ten being suspected of radicalisa-
tion, while others questioned for reading course related books on terror-
ism at a university library, the paranoia about Muslim students has only 
gained further traction. There is an urgent need for universities to revisit 
and review their policies and protocols on racism and Islamophobia, to 
ensure that no student is unfairly treated because of his or her religious 
belief.

This chapter has highlighted the challenges that university  personnel 
need to address to ensure that their university truly is a place where 
all students are treated equally and without prejudice. While students 
may be reluctant to report incidents of Islamophobia, lack of knowl-
edge about the incident is also no excuse for an institution that has a 
“duty of care” towards all its students. There is a need on the part of the 
university to actively challenge the belief that no action will be taken 
against an Islamophobe if found guilty; to raise awareness about wel-
fare facilities that can adequately address any form of discrimination or  
racism against Muslim students; to challenge the fear of individuals 
being labelled “victims” especially in cases where the reporting of an 
incident can prevent similar incidents in the future. A more proactive 
approach may range from workshops for all student societies, not just 
welfare officers that trains students to deal with incidents of discrimina-
tion ranging from Islamophobia to Anti-Semitism to any form of rac-
ism or religious discrimination. There is also a need to spread awareness 
during orientation week about the protocols in place for reporting on 
incidents of discrimination and Islamophobia.

The security context has created greater obstacles for universities to 
celebrate diversity, equality and inclusion within university campuses. 
However, these obstacles can be overcome by universities taking an 
active role in implementing anti-racist, anti-Islamophobic policies, 
where Muslim and non-Muslim students alike have faith in a university 
welfare system that is unbiased, and dedicated to meeting the needs of 
all its students.
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Introduction

In a recent story by Minna Salami (2015) in The Guardian entitled 
‘Philosophy has to be about more than white men’, the following claim 
is made, ‘The campaign to counter the narrow-mindedness of univer-
sity courses is gathering pace because philosophy should investigate all 
human existence’.1

Salami makes reference to a 20-minute video with the title Why is My  
Curriculum White? made by University College London (UCL) students 
who propose responses to this question pointing out the lack of awareness 
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that the curriculum is white comprised of ‘white ideas’ by ‘white authors’ 
and is a result of colonialism that has normalised whiteness and made 
blackness invisible. This is a fundamental educational challenge that has 
not been addressed by the educational establishment, nor by the majority 
of philosophers including philosophers of education, most of whom are 
white men and women. Racism rarely figures on philosophy of education 
conference agendas and papers discussing the ethics of education that tend 
to talk in general and abstract terms neglecting issues of race or gender.

Salami wrote a blog rather than a philosophy paper making the argu-
ment that ‘we should not dismiss white, western, or male thinking sim-
ply on the premises that it is white, western, or male’ while at the same 
time acknowledging, by reference to Michael McEachrane’s (2014) 
statement, ‘Modern philosophical concepts of personhood, human 
rights, justice and modernity are deeply shaped by race’.2

My purpose is to take seriously the issues that she and UCL students 
are making. In view of the events in Ferguson, USA, where social unrest 
and a series on ongoing protests began the day after the shooting of 
Michael Brown (9 August 2014), it is necessary to raise the question 
again of the roots of US racism and racism in general. This is exactly 
the topic of The Stone interviews conducted by George Yancy of prom-
inent American philosophers.3 Yancy’s latest interview features ‘Noam 
Chomsky on the Roots of American Racism’.4

Chomsky provides a brief history in terms of slave labour camps, a 
major factor in American’s success and current wealth, the harsh crim-
inalisation that followed after the end of slavery and the new Jim Crow 
that neoliberalism under Reagan initiated in the 1970s as part of the 
‘drug war’. Chomsky says:

2See McEachrane’s (2014) Afro-Nordic Landscapes: Equality and Race in Northern Europe. Salami 
also makes reference to Dirk J. Louw’s ‘Ubuntu: An African Assessment of the Religious Other’ at 
http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Afri/AfriLouw.htm.
3The Stone features the writing of contemporary philosophers for the New York Times moderated 
by Simon Critchley.
4See http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/03/18/noam-chomsky-on-the-roots-of-american-
racism/?_r=1. George Yancy is himself a philosopher who works on ‘critical philosophy of race, 
critical whiteness studies, and philosophy of the Black experience’ as he say on his university web-
page (http://www.duq.edu/academics/faculty/george-yancy). His latest edited collection is White 
Self-Criticality beyond Anti-Racism: How Does It Feel to Be a White Problem? (2014).

http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/Afri/AfriLouw.htm
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/03/18/noam-chomsky-on-the-roots-of-american-racism/?_r=1
http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2015/03/18/noam-chomsky-on-the-roots-of-american-racism/?_r=1
http://www.duq.edu/academics/faculty/george-yancy
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The national poet, Walt Whitman, captured the general understanding 
when he wrote that “The nigger, like the Injun, will be eliminated; it is 
the law of the races, history… A superior grade of rats come and then 
all the minor rats are cleared out.” It wasn’t until the 1960s that the scale 
of the atrocities and their character began to enter even scholarship, and 
to some extent popular consciousness, though there is a long way to go. 
(Yancy and Chomsky 2015)

Yet Ferguson demonstrates that Obama’s ‘post-racial America’ is a kind 
of mythology that persists despite the critical scholarship of Yancy and 
Chomsky and many others, including Black women scholars (Green and 
Mabokela 2001).5 Part of the problem is what scholars call ‘internal coloni-
sation,’ a psychological state that Césaire, Fanon, and Malcolm X knew too 
well meant that the dominant ideology had become internalised and thus 
part of the psychological make-up of the oppressed. This notion of ‘internal 
colonisation’ was first recognised by the movement called Négritude.

The Concept of Négritude

Négritude was a literary movement by French-speaking African and 
Carribean writers that philosophically established the fact and value of 
Black selfhood and identity during the 1930–1950s as a counternarra-
tive to French colonial rule. Aimé Césaire’s Discourse on Colonialism 
(Orig. Fr 1955) and his Cahier d’un retour au pays natal composed in 
1939 and translated as Return to My Native Land (1969), is a lyric and 
sustained narrative long poem (over 1055 lines in the original French) 
that became the anthem for the Négritude movement and helped lay 

5In this regard see James Anderson’s AERA lecture, ‘A Long Shadow: The American Pursuit  
of Political Justice and Education Equality’, that explores the historic and inseparable  
relationship between the right and freedom to vote and the pursuit of education  
equality. Video, transcript, and slides at http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/AERAHighlightsE- 
newsletter/AERAHighlightsOctober2014/JamesDAndersonDeliversEleventhAnnualAERA 
BrownLecturetoRecordAudience/tabid/15698/Default.aspx.

http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/AERAHighlightsE-newsletter/AERAHighlightsOctober2014/JamesDAndersonDeliversEleventhAnnualAERABrownLecturetoRecordAudience/tabid/15698/Default.aspx
http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/AERAHighlightsE-newsletter/AERAHighlightsOctober2014/JamesDAndersonDeliversEleventhAnnualAERABrownLecturetoRecordAudience/tabid/15698/Default.aspx
http://www.aera.net/Newsroom/AERAHighlightsE-newsletter/AERAHighlightsOctober2014/JamesDAndersonDeliversEleventhAnnualAERABrownLecturetoRecordAudience/tabid/15698/Default.aspx
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the foundations for the emergence of Postcolonial studies in the 1970s. 
Reminiscent of W.E.B. DuBois’ (1903) The Souls of Black Folk in that it 
explores the notion of Black selfhood, Césaire explores identity through 
the metaphor of trying on masks and utilises uncompromising lan-
guage that emulates a virulent self-hatred. Fanon’s (1952) Black Skin, 
White Mask also used the device of the mask to explore the psychology 
of racism under colonialism focusing on the divided self-perception of 
the Black subject who had lost his (sic) culture. In the 1986 Pluto Press 
edition of the English translation by Charles Lam Markmann, Homi 
Bhabba notes in his Foreword ‘Remembering Fanon: Self, Psyche and 
the Colonial Condition’ how Fanon’s ideas are effectively “out of print” 
in Britain with little acknowledgement except through mythical means 
as the avenging angel of Black revolutionary activity.

Léopold Sédar Senghor, one of the founders of the movement and 
an African political leader, was a poet and intellectual who with Aime 
Césaire and Leon Damas built the Négritude movement. Senghor in the 
late 1920s went to France to prepare himself to enter the École Normale 
Supérieure. In the 1930s he became one of the main voices for the con-
cept of negritude and after WWII entered politics in Senegal breaking 
from French socialism to build his own party that rested on Muslim sup-
port. He became the first president of an independent Senegal in 1960 
and held the post until 1980. He published his first collection of poetry 
in 1945 and continued to write and publish poetry through his life and 
presidency. His poetry focused on the Black experience of the natural 
and social worlds in a lyrical and sensual form that he thought charac-
terised Black sensibilities. His Liberté 1: Négritude et Humanisme (1964a) 
part of a five volume collection, contains some of his early speeches and 
provides background to the emergence of Black African culture. His On 
African Socialism (1964b) takes issue with classical Marxism to emphasise 
Marxism as a humanism and the Marx of the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts of 1844. As Barbara Celarent (2013: 302) comments:

He wants his hearers not to reject the Negro-African heritage for a 
Europeanized materialism, for Marx’s “terribly inhuman metaphysics, an 
atheistic metaphysics in which mind is sacrificed to matter, freedom to 
the determined, man to things”. (On African Socialism, p. 76)
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Senghor tended to avoid Marxism and anti-Western ideology that 
was characteristic of this time in Africa. The African Studies Center at 
Leiden that provides an introduction to his work and a list of his publi-
cations, writes of Senghor:

As co-founder of the Negritude movement, Senghor tried to awaken 
African consciousness and dispel feelings of inferiority. The term 
‘Negritude’ embraces the revolt against colonial values, glorification of 
the African past, and nostalgia for the beauty and harmony of traditional 
African society. The concept is defined in contradistinction to Europe. 
According to Senghor, the African is intuitive, whereas the European is 
more Cartesian. This statement led to numerous protests, with Sartre even 
declaring that Negritude was “an antiracist racism”. Senghor’s poetry often 
displayed what he called “this double feeling of love and hate” regarding 
the “white” world. Though his African nationalism emerged in his poetry 
and his politics, he refused to reject European culture. (ASCLibrary 2016)

Little known, Anténor Firmin, a Haitian anthropologist wrote a book De 
l’égalité des races humaines (On The Equality of the Human Races), published 
in 1885 in response to Arthur de Gobineau’s work Essai sur l’inégalité des 
races humaines (Essay on the Inequality of the Human Races, 1853–1855) 
which proclaimed the superiority of the white race arguing in one of the ear-
liest examples of scientific racism that civilisations based on “mixed races” 
will fail. Firmin together with Henry Sylvester Williams, a Trinidadian law-
yer, and Bénito Sylvain organised the first Panafrican conference in London 
in 1900, a conference attended by W.E.B. DuBois who was made respon-
sible for writing the general report. Some five similar conferences were held 
during the twentieth century that eventually led to the African Union.

As is also well known, the Harlem Renaissance originally named “The 
New Negro Movement”, constituted the rebirth of African-American arts 
that began in the 1920s lasting through the 1930s strongly influenced the 
Négritude philosophy with the flowering of music, fashion, dance, poetry, 
drama, art and literature. The Harlem Renaissance was partly the result of 
the Great Migration out of the South to the new Black neighbourhoods 
in the North in places like Manhattan. There were race riots in 1919 as 
tensions grew over economic competition for jobs. New drama such as 
Three Plays for a Negro Theatre rejected the stereotypes of the Black and 
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white minstrel show tradition. New Black newspapers and academic 
 journals were launched. Religion played a strong role with the ideology of 
inclusion and Islam and Black Judaism came to Harlem to promote social 
and racial integration as well as a Panafricanism. All Black productions 
of theatre and opera of, for example, Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess, saw art, 
theatre and music as a means of artistic self-expression but also a way of 
expressing dimensions of human equality.

The Emergence of Black Studies

The groundwork for Black studies was established and laid down at the 
turn of the century with works by Du Bois like The Philadelphia Negro 
(1898). It took Du Bois until 1941 to present a program for Black stud-
ies to the Annual Conference of the Presidents of Negro Land-Grant 
Colleges and the first program did not appear until twenty-five years 
later (see the W.E.B. Du Bois Research Institute at Harvard established 
in 1975, http://hutchinscenter.fas.harvard.edu/dubois).

Afro-American studies departments emerged in the 1960s after student 
activism, although the reconstruction of African-American history began 
in the late nineteenth century. The origins cannot be separated from the 
Civil Rights context. Students for a Democratic Society at Berkeley held a 
conference in 1966 called ‘Black Power and its Challenges’ inviting Black 
civil rights leaders. Then came the demand for Black Studies:

The black freedom movement, in both the civil rights phase (1955–1965) 
and Black Power component (1966–1975), fostered the racial desegregation 
and the empowerment of black people within previously all-white institu-
tions. The racial composition of U.S. colleges changed dramatically. In 1950 
approximately 75,000 blacks were enrolled in colleges and universities. In 
the 1960s three quarters of all black students attended HBCUs.6 By 1970, 
approximately 700,000 blacks were enrolled in college, three quarters of 
whom were in predominantly white institutions. (Land and Brown 2017)7

6HBCU—Historical Black Colleges and Universities.
7Historical Black Colleges and Universities. http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1742/
African-American-Studies.html.

http://hutchinscenter.fas.harvard.edu/dubois
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1742/African-American-Studies.html
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1742/African-American-Studies.html
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Black Studies was also strengthened through the growth of Black 
Legal Studies and Critical Legal Studies in the 1970s that drew heav-
ily of changes to the political culture occurring during the counter cul-
ture of the 1960s. Critical Legal Studies explored how the practices of 
legal institutions, legal doctrine, and legal education worked to buttress 
dominant white culture and rule of law devoid of hidden class and race 
interests. Critical race studies applied critical theory to the intersections 
of race, law, and power providing a critique of liberalism and revisionist 
accounts of American civil rights law. Critical race theory and critical 
pedagogy also pursued these issues theorising the notion of whiteness as 
property. As Delgado and Stefancic (2006: 2) comment:

Although CRT began as a movement in the law, it has rapidly spread 
beyond that discipline. Today, many in the field of education consider 
themselves critical race theorists who use CRT’s ideas to understand 
issues of school discipline and hierarchy, tracking, controversies over cur-
riculum and history, and IQ and achievement testing.8

Even with these movements for justice and social change, recent surveys 
would suggest that little progress has been made in eliminating system-
atic or institutional racism in the US (see http://education.stateuniver-
sity.com/pages/1742/African-American-Studies.html).

The Civil Rights Movement

The Civil Rights movement was a movement to end segregation and 
racial discrimination in the USA during the initial period from 1954 
to 1968 that focussed on nonviolent protest and campaigns of civil dis-
obedience. This was an age of protest with mass mobilisation which 
replaced litigation and was perhaps ignited with the famous case of 
Brown vs The Board of Education in 1954, which was the beginning 
of the end of segregation of schools. This case was a landmark decision 
of the US Supreme Court which overturned the Plessy vs Fergusson 

8See http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/07/college-student-survey-race_n_6632854.html.

http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1742/African-American-Studies.html
http://education.stateuniversity.com/pages/1742/African-American-Studies.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/07/college-student-survey-race_n_6632854.html
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case of 1896 that mandated state segregation and held that as long as 
there were separate facilities for races segregation did not violate the 
14th Amendment that stated an equal protection under the law provi-
sion. The Supreme Court decision came at a time strongly influenced by 
the new international agencies emphasis on equality and the UNESCO 
document The Race Question (1950) that was an attempt to clarify the 
false claims of scientific racism especially in view of the experience of 
Nazi racism. Claude Levi-Strauss and Ashley Montagu, alongside a 
group of authors, expressed a concern for human dignity and the equal-
ity of all citizens before the law declaring that Homo sapiens was one 
species, that ‘race’ was a classificatory concept that provided no support 
for ‘pure races’ or reproduction between persons of different races. The 
Brown vs The Board of Education Supreme Court decision found no 
place for ‘separate but equal’:

Segregation of white and colored children in public schools has a det-
rimental effect upon the colored children. The effect is greater when it 
has the sanction of the law, for the policy of separating the races is usu-
ally interpreted as denoting the inferiority of the negro group. A sense of 
inferiority affects the motivation of a child to learn. Segregation with the 
sanction of law, therefore, has a tendency to [retard] the educational and 
mental development of negro children and to deprive them of some of 
the benefits they would receive in a racial[ly] integrated school system…

We conclude that, in the field of public education, the doctrine of “sepa-
rate but equal” has no place. Separate educational facilities are inherently 
unequal. Therefore, we hold that the plaintiffs and others similarly situated 
for whom the actions have been brought are, by reason of the segregation 
complained of, deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed by 
the Fourteenth Amendment. (Legal Information Institute 2017)

The Civil Rights movement about which much has been written was a 
nonviolent movement to gain legal equality before the law, to uphold 
the 15th Amendment of the Constitution, and to secure Constitutional 
rights of African Americans thus ending the era of state mandated seg-
regation especially focusing on equality of opportunity and equality of 
access to public institutions including education and the right to vote.
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It is impossible to capture all the elements, personalities and events of 
the civil rights movement in an essay of this kind; the historical sources 
include much contemporary Black history and primary sources col-
lections including streaming videos and oral histories.9 From a broad 
philosophical viewpoint the aim of the movement was to achieve equal 
citizenship:

In contemporary political thought, the term ‘civil rights’ is indissolubly 
linked to the struggle for equality of American blacks during the 1950s 
and 60s. The aim of that struggle was to secure the status of equal citi-
zenship in a liberal democratic state. Civil rights are the basic legal rights 
a person must possess in order to have such a status. They are the rights 
that constitute free and equal citizenship and include personal, political, 
and economic rights. No contemporary thinker of significance holds that 
such rights can be legitimately denied to a person on the basis of race, 
color, sex, religion, national origin, or disability. Antidiscrimination prin-
ciples are thus a common ground in contemporary political discussion. 
However, there is much disagreement in the scholarly literature over the 
basis and scope of these principles and the ways in which they ought to 
be implemented in law and policy. (Altman 2013)

Critical Race Theory and Black Legal Studies

It is a sobering thought that Critical Race Theory, which emerged from 
the discipline of law only in the 1970s, was developed by a range of 
critical theorists because they thought that the civil rights movements of 
the 1960s had effectively stalled. As Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic 
(2006: 2) in their Introduction to Critical Race Theory write:

Critical race theory sprang up in the mid-1970s, as a number of lawyers, 
activists, and legal scholars across the country realised, more or less simul-
taneously, that the heady advances of the civil rights era of the 1960s had 

9For primary sources of the civil rights Movement See http://www.findingdulcinea.com/guides/
Education/US-History/Civil-Rights-Movement.pg_01.html.

http://www.findingdulcinea.com/guides/Education/US-History/Civil-Rights-Movement.pg_01.html
http://www.findingdulcinea.com/guides/Education/US-History/Civil-Rights-Movement.pg_01.html
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stalled and, in many respects, were being rolled back. Realizing that new 
theories and strategies were needed to combat the subtler forms of rac-
ism that were gaining ground, early writers such as Derrick Bell, Alan 
Freeman, and Richard Delgado … put their minds to the task. They were 
soon joined by others, and the group held its first conference at a convent 
outside Madison, Wisconsin, in the summer of 1989.

Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw (2011), the Black feminist critical race 
legal scholar, looking back on twenty years of critical race theory, 
begins: ‘Today, CRT can claim a presence in education, psychology, 
cultural studies, political science, and even philosophy. The way that 
CRT is received and mobilised in other disciplines varies, but it is clear 
that CRT has occupied a space in the canon of recognised intellectual 
movements that few other race-oriented formations have achieved’ (pp. 
1256–1257). She mentions the texts by Du Bois, Joyce Ladner (The 
Death of White Sociology ), Robert Guthrie (Even the Rat Was White ), 
Tukufu Zuberi and Eduardo Bonilla-Silva and Toni Morrison (Playing 
in the Dark ), that contested the academy had ‘disciplined knowledge 
about race’ (p. 1257) and goes on to explore what ignited CRT in  
law. It is indeed salutary to understand how CRT emerged as an intel-
lectual movement and Crenshaw (2011) is at pains to point out that 
CRT was not simply ‘a philosophical critique of the dominant frames 
on racial power. It was also a product of activists’ engagement with the 
material manifestations of liberal reform’ (p. 1253). She also remarks 
how ‘liberal visions of race reform and radical critiques of class hier-
archy failed in different ways to address the institutional, structural 
and ideological reproduction of racial hierarchy’ (p. 1253). Crenshaw 
(2011) provides a clear picture of the movement’s origins and political 
formation beginning with the 1989 conference and the way in which 
CRT became ‘interdisciplinary, intersectional, and cross- institutional’ 
(p. 1253). What is important about Crenshaw’s (2011) paper is the 
questioning of Obama’s post-racial ideology and the, then, ‘configura-
tion of racial power’ and ‘the entrapment of civil rights discourse more 
broadly’ (p. 1347). It reminds us how quickly the framework of racial 
power changes and how, even under the first African-American admin-
istration, viewed by some as fulfilling the dream of Martin Luther 
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King Jr. the ideological dimensions of ‘post-racial’ policies increasingly 
became exposed during Obama’s two terms, especially after the Great 
Recession where Blacks and other minorities lost heavily in the housing 
and job crises. ‘Black Lives Matter ’ the social movement for racial justice 
formed during Obama’s administration goes beyond the ‘extrajudicial 
killings of Black people by police and vigilantes’ to ‘(re)build the Black 
liberation movement’ (http://blacklivesmatter.com/). The movement 
began in 2013 when George Zimmerman was acquitted of shooting a 
Black teen, Trayvon Martin. The movement organised street demon-
strations following the deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson and Eric 
Garner in New York city. One of the editors of this volume comments 
that these were started and organised by queer Black women, who have 
been written out of herstory (http://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/). 
Race relations in the post-election climate of Donald Trump’s admin-
istration seemed destined to deteriorate as Trump intensifies racial divi-
sions and politically exploits racism, appointing top advisors who have 
been criticised for their association with, and condonement of, white 
supremacist groups.

Anti-racist Education

Anti-racist education differed strongly from multicultural education, 
designed to eliminate the practice of classifying people according to 
their skin colour or racial identity. Anti-racist education in Britain and 
the US criticised the liberal assumptions of multiculturalism by uncov-
ering and dismantling the hidden power structures that were responsi-
ble for inequality and racism in institutions. Educational institutions, 
in particular, it is claimed play a fundamental role in reproducing 
white privilege and schools are seen as places where racism and stereo-
types against ethnic and minority groups take place through a variety 
of means. The curriculum and pedagogy have been analysed as sites for 
this kind of reproduction that takes place through misinterpretations of 
history and the ‘othering’ of minorities, shaping both white and non- 
white subjectivities and identities. Gillborn (2006) focusing on the UK 
argues ‘conventional forms of anti-racism have proven unable to keep 

http://blacklivesmatter.com/
http://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/
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pace with the development of increasingly racist and exclusionary edu-
cation policies that operate beneath a veneer of professed tolerance and 
diversity’, especially in the context of ‘conservative modernisation’ and 
the resurgence of racist nationalism which if anything has increased 
under austerity programs since Gillborn wrote his essay. He concludes 
by suggesting ‘Racism is complex, contradictory, and fast-changing: it 
follows that anti-racism must be equally dynamic’ (p. 26).

Gillborn’s analysis is entirely salutary. After 50 years of struggle in the 
form of multiple movements, it is heartbreaking and extremely frustrat-
ing for Blacks, for indigenous peoples, for minority groups and for soci-
ety as a whole that there has been so little progress or that social change 
has been resisted, destabilised, and under- mined. At the same time, it 
is encouraging that a new generation of students and scholars is actively 
pursuing ‘whiteness as ideology’ as with the UCL Collective.

Why Is the Curriculum White?

The UCL collective remarks:

Although often treated as something biological, fixed or even benevo-
lent, ‘race’ is an ideologically constructed social phenomenon. Therefore, 
when we talk about whiteness, we are not talking about white people, but 
about an ideology that empowers people racialised as white. (New Urban 
Collective 2015)

To the question ‘why is the curriculum white?’ they provide eight 
answers (summarised here):

1. To many, whiteness is invisible.
2. A curriculum racialised as white was fundamental to the develop-

ment of capitalism.
3. Because its power is intersectional.
4. The white curriculum thinks for us; so we don’t have to.
5. The physical environment of the academy is built on white 

domination.
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6. The white curriculum need not only include white people.
7. The white curriculum is based on a (very) popular myth.
8. Because if it isn’t white, it isn’t right (apparently).

Even if one disagrees with the statement of these reasons it is clear that there 
is a general philosophical problem concerning the curriculum and that 
efforts to resolve it so far have been only partially effective. One of the dif-
ficulties has been that western philosophy itself has been part of the prob-
lem rather than part of the solution. Of all disciplines, it has seemed most 
resistant to taking race seriously and only recently have Black philosophers 
begun to deconstruct and dismantle the ideology of ‘whiteness’ as it affects 
our institutions in education, in government, in the academy and in the law.

A combination of philosophical critique and activism is required. 
Rhodes Must Fall is another example of an anti-racist protest movement. 
It began in 2015 at Cape Town University campaigning for the removal 
of the statue of Cecil Rhodes which was regarded as an inappropriate 
symbol of a colonial era based on the exercise of racial colonial power. 
Rhodes is seen as a racist, a symbol of colonialism and as someone who 
prepared South Africa for the introduction of the apartheid system. 
While the movement began as a protest by students and staff against 
institutional racism at the University of Cape Town it developed into a 
wider student movement designed to decolonise higher education across 
South Africa and also at Oxford University, where Rhodes was a bene-
factor. Rhodes Must Fall in Oxford (n.d.) states its aims as:

Rhodes Must Fall in Oxford (RMFO) is a movement determined to decolo-
nise the institutional structures and physical space in Oxford and beyond. 
We seek to challenge the structures of knowledge production that con-
tinue to mould a colonial mindset that dominates our present.

Our movement addresses Oxford’s colonial legacy on three levels:

1. Tackling the plague of colonial iconography (in the form of statues, 
plaques and paintings) that seeks to whitewash and distort history.

2. Reforming the Euro-centric curriculum to remedy the highly selec-
tive narrative of traditional academia—which frames the West as sole 
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producers of universal knowledge—by integrating subjugated and 
local epistemologies. This will create a more intellectually rigorous, 
complete academy.

3. Addressing the underrepresentation and lack of welfare provi-
sion for Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) amongst Oxford’s aca-
demic staff and students (Bold in original).

The ‘structures of knowledge production’ includes the disciplines and 
the curriculum, the physical space of the university campus, and its 
symbolic colonial representations. We might also add to this charac-
terisation by mentioning the political economy of a publishing world 
dominated by Anglo-American interests and English as the global aca-
demic language even for China and other Asian countries. This is to rec-
ognise the strategic nature of academic journals, the uneven distribution 
of academic journal nature, and the emergence of big data distribution 
and bibliometric systems that determine international rankings (Peters 
et al. 2016). Of all the disciplines, philosophy, perhaps is the oldest and 
one of the most influential in promoting colour-blindness and ‘white-
ness’ at the expense and recognition of Black consciousness, identity, 
responsibility and action.

White Philosophy

I have used the term ‘white philosophy’ to designate the notion of 
 colour-blind philosophy which in my view,

has special application to American philosophy for its extraordinary 
capacity to ignore questions of race and for its incapacity to recognize the 
centrality of the empirical fact of blackness and whiteness in American 
society and as part of the American deep unconscious structuring politics, 
economics and education. (Peters 2011: 145)

I traced the development of American pragmatism especially in the 
work of Stanley Cavell and Richard Rorty (and also John Dewey) 
to show how race is all but peripheral in the development of the 
American philosophical canon. I also charted the beginning of Cornel 
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West’s challenge to white philosophy crystallising in the late 1980s 
beginning with his book The Evasion of American Philosophy (West 
1989). Paradoxially, as I remark in the paper, ‘West himself names 
Wittgenstein, Heidegger and Dewey as those philosophers who set us 
free from the confines of a spurious universalism based on a European 
projection of its own self-image’ (p. 153).

The recognition of the whiteness of philosophy and its effects is a com-
plex matter. In education, it is important to recognise with critical ped-
agogy scholars like Henry Giroux, Michael Apple, and Peter McLaren, 
sociologists like Gillborn, Barry Troyna, and Fazal Rizvi, and feminist 
scholars of colour such as Aileen Moreton-Robinson, Gloria Ladson-
Billings and Heidi Safia Mirza to name only a few, that the curriculum is 
an official selection that structures knowledge in ways that privilege a par-
ticular construction of knowledge and the history of knowledge. It is no 
longer surprising to us after establishing new awareness sensitivities to past 
knowledge that some of the most eminent philosophers of the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries—Nietzsche, Heidegger, Wittgenstein—were 
strongly racist, at least at some points of their lives. American philosophers 
on the whole have been largely agnostic on the question of racism. Only 
in the 1990s does the question come up for study and review.

The lack of recognition of cultural context, of contexualism in gen-
eral, in curriculum theory was perpetrated in philosophy of education 
by Paul Hirst and R.S. Peters’ forms of knowledge thesis that focused 
on propositional knowledge and admitted no historical understanding 
of evolving forms of knowledge let alone their cultural embeddedness 
and variation (White 2005).

Park (2014) gives an account of the development of philosophy as 
an academic discipline in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies. During this period, European philosophy influenced by Kant 
formulated the history of philosophy as a March of progress from the 
Greeks to Kant. It was an account that demolished existing accounts 
beginning in Egypt or Western Asia thus establishing an exclusionary 
canon of philosophy. Hegel’s account of world history was strongly 
racist and imbued European philosophy with a prejudicial history we 
are still trying to escape from. These two philosophers contributed so 
much to a contemporary understanding of modernity as fundamentally 
Western (Peters 2014).
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Roy Martinez (2010) as the basis for his collection On Race and 
Racism in America asks: “Given the racial complexity of the United 
States—not to mention the racism of its foundations and its persis-
tence—why is it that the most influential white philosophers have not 
addressed the issue of race, its social construction and myth, and the 
problems it raises on a daily basis?” More recently, Ason Stanley and 
Vesla Weaver (2014) in the New York Times Stone forum ask “Is the 
United States a ‘Racial Democracy’?” where racial democracy is defined as

one that unfairly applies the laws governing the removal of liberty primar-
ily to citizens of one race, thereby singling out its members as especially 
unworthy of liberty, the coin of human dignity. (Stanley and Weaver 
2014)

Referring to the increase of statistics for Black imprisonment since the 
1970s—an astonishing 517% increase from 1966 to 1997—Stanley 
and Weaver conclude that the system that has emerged in the last few 
decades in the US is a racial democracy.

Sean Harvey (2016) and other historians have mapped closely the 
influence of “race” in early America and the way a basically contestable 
philosophical idea provided foundations for American institutions.

“Race,” as a concept denoting a fundamental division of humanity and 
usually encompassing cultural as well as physical traits, was crucial in 
early America. It provided the foundation for the colonization of Native 
land, the enslavement of American Indians and Africans, and a com-
mon identity among socially unequal and ethnically diverse Europeans. 
Longstanding ideas and prejudices merged with aims to control land and 
labor, a dynamic reinforced by ongoing observation and theorization of 
non-European peoples. Although before colonization, neither American 
Indians, nor Africans, nor Europeans considered themselves unified 
“races,” Europeans endowed racial distinctions with legal force and phil-
osophical and scientific legitimacy, while Natives appropriated catego-
ries of “red” and “Indian,” and slaves and freed people embraced those of 
“African” and “colored,” to imagine more expansive identities and mobilize 
more successful resistance to Euro-American societies. (Harvey 2016, n.p.)
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A critical question for me as a white male philosopher is whether the 
Western tradition in philosophy has the intellectual resources within to 
transform itself and come to terms with the historical effects and traces 
of racism that are invested in our institutions and in our knowledge tra-
ditions. I think it has—as a teacher I have to believe this—but we are only 
at the very beginning of this process of transformation and the UCL col-
lective and Rhodes Must Fall have initiated student-led movements that 
have the potential to provoke and demand curriculum change.
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Exclusionary Knowledge

The overwhelmingly white make-up of academia is a crisis whose 
 implication runs far beyond the university. Critics of schooling have for 
a long time drawn on Paolo Freire’s idea of the banking concept, where 
students are handed down elite knowledge from the teachers and meant 
to absorb it uncritically (Freire 1999). With recent government moves 
to embed the ‘classics’ and ‘rigorous’ examinations back into schooling 
these critiques of top down, oppressive knowledge will continue to find 
amply sources to support them. However, if the critique of this oppres-
sive learning solely focuses on schooling it is easy to miss where the elite 
knowledge that is filling the empty receptacles of the children is produced. 
Academia is the zenith of the schooling system, creating the elite knowl-
edge being fed to the children. Freire’s critique of the schools is not just 
of their learning styles, but also of the content of the knowledge that is 
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being passed down. A central reason why knowledge remains  exclusive 
is because the places that are producing it are exclusionary clubs of white 
privilege. Inclusive knowledge can never be created in exclusionary 
places.

The impact of this exclusionary knowledge is that it is then passed 
down through the school system and also fed out to wider society. It 
is knowledge produced in universities that informs social policy, media 
discourse (at least to some extent), and how society understands the 
events and changes that occur. University is certainly not the only 
producer of knowledge, but is a powerful and foundational one that 
impacts the whole of society.

The Whiteness of academia then presents as a serious impediment 
to social progress. Alternative voices become marginalised by the lack 
of their presence, and the lack of those voices solidify further margin-
alisation of the alternatives. The difficulty in securing jobs in British 
 academia has led to an exodus of Black (African and African Caribbean) 
scholars to the United States in search of opportunities (Christian 
2005). This creates a vacuum of knowledge, a silence from voices that 
can shed an alternate light on how we understand the world.

It is not that Black people all think differently than those whose skin 
is white, or that there is a common Black perspective on society that is 
lost. To the contrary, there is a plurality of ideas and concepts that cross 
and overlap any notion of racial difference. The issue here is that by 
marginalising whole groups of people we lose the perspectives that are 
drawn from very different experiences. It is one thing to theorise about 
racism and diversity from a privileged position, and quite another to do 
so when you have had to live with the experiences of the racism you are 
writing about.

The paucity of Black representation in the British academia explains 
the banality of much of the theory of race and racism emerging from 
Britain, including empty concepts like the ever popular superdiversity. 
There is a reason that Black British scholars rely on US scholars for 
theory and ideas, it is because in Britain we even have to defend our 
right to Blackness. In the British context, defined by anti-racist coali-
tions, blackness is defined in an apparently political sense to denote all 
those who are not white (Andrews 2016a). Having to constantly justify  
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your existence demonstrates the level to which academic knowledge 
is exclusionary. Also it exemplifies the extent to which the academy is 
removed from the social world. Modood (1994) complained of how 
‘political blackness’ marginalised British Asians because Blackness is 
generally used to refer to those of African descent. Nothing has changed 
since then but there is still debate about the nature of Blackness.

The debate over Blackness is important because it speaks to the 
importance of the inclusion of voices from different groups in  society. 
The reticence of British academia to embrace Blackness, in African 
ancestry, is due in large part to an uneasiness about the concept of 
race. In British sociology race is placed in ‘scare quotes’ to denote that 
it is not a real concept (Alexander 2002). This is due to race being 
seen as a social construction that has been used to oppress and dom-
inate different groups. British academia has focused on trying to see 
the connections beyond difference, hence uniting under the unified 
experience of racism, in political blackness. British scholars have taken 
the disavowal of race further, specifically critiquing the idea of iden-
tity politics as narrow and divisive. When Black scholars break into 
British academia the prior debates often frame their interventions, for 
example authors such as Gilroy (2002) critique the essentialism at the 
heart of Black politics and yearns for a more fluid and complex form 
of identity.

The problem with the British account of race and Blackness is that 
it is based on a Eurocentric, top down approach to understanding dif-
ference. It is certainly true that Europeans built a regressive concept of 
racial difference that they used to justify their slaughter and oppres-
sion of hundreds of millions of dark skinned people in creating the 
West (Niro 2003). However, it is clearly inadequate to assign the only 
meaning of difference to the concept of Western race. At the same time 
that Europeans were conceiving the phenotypical differences that they 
encountered with peoples across the globe, those people were also creat-
ing their own understandings. The differences were not used by those in 
Africa, Asia or the Americas to concoct a racial hierarchy but that does 
not mean that the ‘natives’ did not see colour. The reality is that see-
ing difference is not the problem, the issue is when hierarchies become 
assigned to those variances.
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It is Eurocentric and entirely disempowering to imagine that oppressed 
people simply internalised the racist categories of the West and use these 
as the basis for their identity politics. When Blackness is embraced it is 
not based on the Western concept of race. Rather Blackness is an iden-
tity that can be linked back through centuries of struggle and resistance 
that predate European involvement on the African continent (Andrews 
2018). Blackness is a concept linked to radical movements for social 
change and is first used to identify those of African descent by people of 
African descent during the 1960s. Malcolm X (1971: 91) was one of the 
first to declare the importance of Blackness, proclaiming that ‘there is a 
new type of Negro on the scene. This type doesn’t call himself a Negro.  
He calls himself a Black man. He doesn’t make any apology for his Black 
skin’ (emphasis added). Embracing Blackness was an important step 
because slavery had taught the descendant of Africa to hate their skin, a 
key part of Black radical becoming has been to follow Garvey’s message 
that the ‘Black skin is not a badge of shame, but rather a glorious symbol 
of greatness’ (Cronon 1969: 4).

Blackness represents as entirely the opposite to oppressive constructs 
of Western race and is a concept central to resisting racism. Blackness 
is not a category assigned from above, it is a grassroots identity of rad-
ical becoming that is an essential part of resistance. When we look at 
Blackness through the lens of those who created it then we understand 
that academia’s tiptoeing around difference is actually harmful to social 
progress. It is only when we incorporate a range of perspectives in pro-
ducing knowledge that we can come to such insights.

Black feminist thought is one such school of thought that would have 
been impossible without the broadening of knowledge in US universi-
ties. Patricia Hill Collins (2000) outlines the importance of including 
different standpoints when producing knowledge. Hill Collins does not 
see the marginalisation of Black and in particular female voices from the 
academy as being a benign issue of diversity, she condemns the academy 
because:

the shadow obscuring Black women’s intellectual tradition is neither 
accidental nor benign. Suppressing the knowledge produced by any 
oppressed group makes it easier for dominant groups to rule because the 
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seeming absence of an independent consciousness in the oppressed can be 
taken to mean that subordinate groups willingly collaborate in their own 
victimisation. (5)

This critique of academia as an institution raises the fundamental ques-
tion as to what role the university plays in society. It is often taken for 
granted that the university is a force for social justice, where critical 
thought can be used to challenge the status quo. However, if we place 
the university in its social context, if anything, we quickly realise that 
the opposite is true.

The University Is Racism

Deepa Naik, a British scholar-activist summed up the role of rac-
ism succinctly during a National Union of Students Black Student 
Conference in 2015 perfectly. In the context of questioning the myr-
iad of statistics demonstrating the institutional racism of universities 
she questioned why people were surprised of the lack of change. She 
explained very simply that ‘the university is not racist, the university is 
racism’. Her argument was that academia is not infected by institutional 
racism that can be overcome through the correct treatment, rather the 
university is a central source of producing the very racism that contami-
nates society. If university is the disease then it cannot be the cure.

In Ivan Illich’s (1973) Deschooling Society he argues that the role of 
universal schooling is the opposite of the stated noble aims to provide 
equal opportunities for all those in society. The role of schooling, for 
Illich, is to hand out credentials to the elite that justify their superior 
status in society. When all children have the same so-called opportu-
nities to gain the necessary qualifications, then those who fail do not 
deserve the rewards available in society. The problem with this merito-
cratic principle is that all children are not given an equal chance; though 
schooling is universal it is anything but equal and class is a key deter-
miner of success. However, the illusion of equal opportunity cements 
inequality into the system by providing the justification for it. This sys-
tem of credentialisation creates situations that lock disadvantaged groups 
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out of middle class success. I was recently talking to a student who had 
graduated with a first class degree in business and finance and was una-
ble to even apply for a graduate job in any of the top firms because they 
required applicants to have over 300 UCAS points from their A-level 
equivalents. The pre-university credentials were actually more important 
that their achievements in higher education.

Universities rely on the same credentials as employers to determine 
who can access the courses. In fact, the universities insistence on these 
credentials is a key reason why they are so powerful, with consistently 
over forty percent of those leaving further education entering university 
(Ilochi 2015). The university degree has become the latest credential for 
success in society, being the gateway to graduate jobs and professional 
careers.

Higher education is also arranged into a hierarchy that reinforces the 
system of hierarchy. A degree from the elite universities is worth more 
on the job market than from a less prestigious institution. To access this 
higher credential, requires better qualifications on entry, again privileging 
the privileged. The result is that academia works to reinforce class and 
racial disadvantages in society. This is not an accident, it is by design.

It is only the last few decades that universities have opened up to the 
masses. In the sixties around less five percent of people went to uni-
versity (Coughlan 2010). They were the bastions of the privileged, the 
elite, those with academic minds who could cope with the necessary 
intellectual burden. The massification of higher education opened up 
the sector to women, the working classes and ethnic minorities, how-
ever, it did so in manner that entrenched rather than challenge them. 
For instance, Black students are actually slightly overrepresented in 
British universities, however they are heavily populated in the new, less 
prestigious universities (Bow Group 2012). In a credentialised system it 
is not a surprise then that Black Students find themselves significantly 
less likely to find a job after graduation (Zwysen and Longhi 2016). 
There is so-called access to higher education though acts that mask the 
racial inequality that the students are facing.

Not only does the university form an integral part of the exclusionary 
school system, it also produces the knowledge that is the foundation of 
racism itself. When accounting for the roots of racism there are many 
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sources that are popular to cite. Some of the key culprits are: rampant, 
evil capitalists who wanted to enslave and colonise the world (Williams 
1975); the church and its poisonous doctrine; the mendacious media in 
the service of global capitalism; and racial ‘science’ in that justified that 
provided evidence for the superiority of Europeans (Niro 2003). Only 
in the case of science do we touch on identifying universities as a key 
source of the problem. In terms of creating and justifying the devastat-
ing Western concept of race is perhaps the universities and their intel-
lectuals who are the most foundational.

The Swedish biologist Carl Linneaus offers perhaps the most succinct 
description of European race in his classification of the human species 
into different groups in the second edition of Systema Natura in 1740:

Eurpaues albus: ingenious, white, sanguine, governed by law, Americus 
rubescus; happy with his lot, liberty loving, tanned and irascible, gov-
erned by custom, Asiatic luridus; yellow, melancholy, governed by opin-
ion, Afer Niger; crafty, lazy, black, governed by arbitrary will of the 
master (Niro 2003: 1965)

The intellectual justification of European biological superiority is 
 absolutely essential in providing a basis for genocide, slavery and 
 colonialism, particularly in an age or so called scientific reason. Africans 
were treated in the law as cattle because they were understood to be 
no more evolved than livestock. In the Western system the intellectual 
cannot be separated from the university, they are bred, incubated and 
birthed by academia. It is no coincidence that there remains a university 
names after Linneaus in Sweden due to the centrality of his work to the 
current world system and also the symbiotic relationship of universities 
and intellectuals.

It is indisputable that universities produce the knowledge that was 
necessary for western conquest and this continued into the twentieth 
century. Movements such as eugenics have their origin in the univer-
sity, and it was the academically sanctioned racial science that was used 
to justify the genocide of the Jews in Nazi Germany (ibid.). Even after 
the Second World War universities continued to have a regressive role 
in regards to knowledge and racism. The infamous Tuskegee study,  
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where African Americans were purposely left with untreated syphilis to 
study the effect ran till 1972, out of a historically Black university no 
less (Gray 1998). The reputation of sociology in the US to be oppressive 
on racial issues was so bad that Joyce Ladner (1973) brought together 
the collection The Death of White Sociology. As explained earlier the soci-
ology of race and ethnicity in the UK has remained so detached from 
the people it is writing about that its negligence can only be called 
regressive.

Given this deplorable history it speaks to the mythology surround-
ing the progressive nature of universities that we would expect anything 
other than racism from the academy. I am writing this from a university, 
so would hope it is possible to produce critical work within the insti-
tution. However, the progressive and critical work that is produced in 
academia is largely in spite, rather than because of, the institution and is 
also dramatically reduced because of it.

The academic industrial project frames all of the work inside of the 
academia (Smith 2007). Our academic careers are defined by writing for 
publications that only other academics can access; speaking at confer-
ences that only other can afford to (or would be interested in) attend-
ing; teaching to students who are paying to be in the institution and; 
carrying out soul deflating admin tasks to fulfil the overwhelmingly 
bureaucratic institutional model. Academia is a bubble, its own self- 
sustaining and self-referential eco-system that essentially exists parallel 
to the social world. To progress within it, the demands easily fill a sixty 
hour week leaving little time to engage outside of the bubble. Therefore 
even those of us who profess to be critical are severely limited in terms 
of the scope of our work to be fully engaged in society. The academic 
bubble, the alternative universe that it creates, is an essential tool for the 
maintenance of the current social order. It means that the knowledge 
produced cannot be that from or fundamentally connected to those 
projects for social transformation.

In his presidential address to the American Sociological Association 
in 2004 Michael Burawoy (2005) attempted to answer the critiques  
of the discipline by calling for a public sociology. He clothed his appeal 
in the Marxist tradition outlining his own eleven theses of pub-
lic sociology and drawing on Gramsci in his distinction between the 
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traditional and organic intellectual. For Burawoy the traditional public 
sociologist engages with the public from the university in the form 
of public profile; whereas the organic public sociologist is much more 
rooted in the social movements or organisations they are research-
ing. However, Burawoy’s invocation of Marxist thought, in particular 
Gramsci, draws attention to the limits of academic engagement with 
social change.

The meaning of the traditional intellectual was entirely different 
for Gramsci (1971), who saw the role of the traditional intellectual 
as regressive in capitalist society. He saw the traditional intellectual as 
removed from the interests of the workers and oppressed, who gener-
ated their own organic intellectuals. In a Gramscian framework it is 
impossible for an academic to be an organic intellectual because they 
(we) are bourgeois functionaries of an oppressive State. In order to be 
organic intellectuals we would have to leave the comfort of the ivory 
tower and join the ranks of the workers.

The Marxist framework, and certainly the idea that the university is 
itself racism, essentially argues that academia cannot be redeemed, that 
to engage in it is to be complicit in reproducing racism and oppres-
sion. The mythology of the progressive university can be seen to be in 
the form of what I term the psychosis of Whiteness (Andrews 2016c). 
This refers to the myths that Western society needs to create in order 
to maintain the social order. Whiteness becomes seen as progressive 
by distorting the memory of the history and the present to re-create 
the West in benevolent terms. Without this mythology the reality of 
oppressive racial relations would be revealed and people would no 
longer support the status quo. Therefore we delude ourselves to remain 
comfortable with the fruits of exploitation. The idea of the progres-
sive university is a foundation stone of this psychosis, allowing us to 
imagine that we are engaged in critical, socially transformative, even 
Marxist, work when it reality we are complicit in reproducing and 
benefiting from an oppressive system. If this is the case then the uni-
versity can surely provide no platform for challenging racism, and this 
piece is Exhibit A in proving the power of the psychosis. However, 
perhaps once we accept the nature of universities perhaps there is a 
way to utilise them.
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Becoming an Institution, Not Institutionalised

A core purpose of the university is to maintain social, and therefore 
racial, disadvantage. However, the same is true of Western society in 
general. It is almost impossible to be in the West without being com-
plicit in its project. Therefore, simply leaving and joining a so-called 
social justice organisation is no solution. Due to the status of univer-
sity knowledge, academia remains (though even this is changing) a 
profession where there is at least some autonomy over the content of 
our research and activities. I cannot think of another job where I could 
spend as much time writing and speaking about Black radicalism or 
being involved in community organisation. The uncomfortable reality 
about the regressive role of university is that it is a system what we all 
too often willingly participate in. The REF, admin and teaching loads 
make for excellent excuses not to engage but if we are brutally honest 
social transformation is actually against our interests. The status quo 
works well for those in a profession whose average salary puts us com-
fortably in the upper echelons of global income. The challenge for the 
academic who wants to be engaged in social change is to be in the insti-
tution without being institutionalised. Ordinarily this is impossible 
because of the institutional constraints. The regimentation and surveil-
lance of school teaching make it much more difficult to operate outside 
of the confines of the institution. Universities at least offer the potential 
to develop critical work.

When Black Studies emerged in the US universities it had a radical 
edge. Nathan Hare (1972: 33) argued that:

Black education must be education for liberation, or at least for change… All 
courses - whether history, literature, or mathematics - would be taught from 
a revolutionary ideology or perspective. Black education would become the 
instrument for change.

Hare refers to the movement for Black Studies as a ‘battle’ and it 
involved a grassroots movement to force US campuses to open up to 
the discipline. At Hare’s university, San Francisco State, the struggle 
involved protests, sit-ins and support from organisations such as the 
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Black Panther Party. The protests even involved a four month long 
 student wide strike from November 1968 to March 1969. A protest at 
Cornell University involved the occupation of the Willard Straight Hall 
student accommodation building, which escalated to the point that the 
students armed themselves for protection (Rojas 2007). Establishing 
Black Studies was a political act, supported by communities because it 
was seen as a progressive step that could improve the lives of African 
Americans.

Due to the nature of community support and activist roots of the 
discipline, from the outset Black Studies aimed to be organically linked 
to local communities, as Hare explained (1972: 33):

crucial to Black studies, Black education, aside from its ideology of liber-
ation, would be the community component of its methodology. This was 
designed to wed Black communities, heretofore excluded, and the educa-
tional process, to transform the black community.

The roots of this organic connection are important for two reasons. Firstly, 
the discipline would not have emerged without the support of Black com-
munities, who galvanised the campaign. Therefore the academics who 
spearheaded Black Studies had to be organic intellectuals, rooted in the 
communities they were working with. The second reason for the impor-
tance of the community is that Black Studies spoke to so many because it 
set out to transform the accepted knowledge base. The movement was far 
more substantial than simply asking for more Black people to be hired, it 
insisted on recognising previously excluded knowledges.

Key to the exclusions of the university is the demarcation of so 
called academic versus popular knowledge (Fals-Borda and Rahman 
1991). The elite knowledge produced in the academy is given privilege, 
reinforcing the academic bubble. When African American students 
were permitted onto university campuses they encountered courses 
where the knowledges taught were exclusively white, and the lack of 
Black academics (because of racism) in the university canon meant that 
their voices were excluded (Hare 1972). Black Studies aimed to change 
that by including so-called popular knowledge on the same level as that 
produced in the ivory tower. This is essential to producing liberatory 
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knowledge because it opens up academia to the organic intellectuals 
who have been so been influential in activism and social change, not 
simply to be studied but to shape theory and create new concepts of 
understanding (Staples 1973).

Black Studies therefore did not seek legitimacy from established schol-
arship and set out to provide a new set of paradigms based on scholars 
and activists from the African Diaspora. Of course, academics whose 
contributions had been overlooked because of racism were given prom-
inence in the discipline. A figure like WEB DuBois is the perfect exam-
ple of a scholar who was written out of the sociological canon for no 
other reason than prejudice. However, Black Studies was just as likely to 
draw on the work of Malcolm X, Marcus Garvey, Ida B Wells or Claudia 
Jones. This democratisation of knowledge was central to organically 
 connecting into movements for racial justice. Black Studies did not try 
to change the whole institution, the aim was to use the university and its 
resources in order to support broader movements. For a time it provided 
a blueprint for breaking outside of the academic industrial complex.

The problem with the legacy of Black Studies in the US, however, is 
that though it established itself as institution it quickly became insti-
tutionalised and divorced from the more radical roots from which it 
arose. As Hare warned in 1972 Black Studies has morphed into African 
American Studies or Africana Studies, which both represent limits on the 
disciplines former more radical nature. African American studies tends to, 
though does not exclusively, focus the discussion on learning about the 
history and experiences within the nation state. One of the key principles 
of early Black Studies was the linking of the America struggle into the 
global one of freedom in the Diaspora. As Malcolm X (1964) complained 
that of the civil rights movement ‘whether they know it or not, are con-
fining themselves to the jurisdiction of Uncle Sam’.

Africana Studies offers insights based on Afrocentricity and a different 
cultural base to Eurocentric scholarship (Asante 2003). The issue with 
how the discipline has developed, however, is the focus on cultural forms 
which can lead to omitting the political resistance that was at the heart 
of the movement for Black Studies (Andrews 2016b). In fact, Maluana 
Karenga’s, who is the inspiration for African Studies, United Slaves (US) 
organisation actually engaged in gun battles with the Black Panther Party, 



15 The Black Studies Movement in Britain …     283

who criticised US as being cultural nationalist (Thompson 2006). The 
charge of cultural nationalism was levelled by the Panthers who saw the 
embrace of culture at the expense of political programme. As Warren 
(1990: 26) explains ‘culture is crucial to revolution, but it is not revolu-
tion’, and it is not always clear that Africana Studies achieves, or seeks, an 
organic connection to a politics of racial justice.

The developments of Black Studies into the nationally oriented African 
American Studies, and cultural focused Africana Studies attest to the 
difficulty of maintaining a politically oriented programme in academia.  
I am not arguing that either of these endeavours are not worthwhile, sim-
ply that they fit into the institutional mechanisms of the university in a 
way that Black Studies never intended. As Black Studies has integrated 
into the institutions it has largely been institutionalised into the academic 
industrial project. Whilst it still presents alternative bases of knowledge 
that are vitally important it no longer has the activist edge, rooted in a 
politics of resistance organically connected to Black communities.

It may be the case that maintaining that organic connection was 
never possible, that being inside meant becoming part of the system and 
replicating its exclusions. This has to be a possibility that we are pre-
pared for; that the university cannot be redeemed as a space for organic 
intellectualism rooted in resistance. In fact, if we see the university as 
an institution that produces racism in the same way as the police force 
then we begin to see the potential impossibility of what we are trying to 
achieve. In building Black Studies we must always remember that the 
struggle is outside the university and we are attempting to utilise the 
resources of the plantation to further our movements for liberation. If 
we find as Lorde (1984: 110) warns that ‘the master’s tools will never 
dismantle the Master’s house’ then we cannot be afraid to abandon the 
academy to achieve liberation.

Blueprint for Black Studies

In order to attempt to subvert the system we need to be clear about 
our key principles from the outset because the road to neoliberalism is 
paved with good intentions. The foundation for the work that we are 
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building in British academia is based on the following themes that must 
always be embedded.

First and foremost is that our goal must be liberation. Not equality. 
Not social justice. Not equal opportunities. Liberation. The complete 
liberation of all of those in the African Diaspora worldwide. This is not 
a semantic issue about wording, but goes to the heart of the philosophy 
of Black Studies. The aim is not simply to get Black people in Britain 
good jobs and opportunities. In fact, the first thing to accept when we 
embrace a politics of liberation is that any success in Western society 
is done on the back of the Black and the poor worldwide. Malcolm 
X (1963) used the metaphor of the plantation to distinguish between 
the House and Field Negro. In the present context the House is the 
West and the Field is the developing world where Black people literally 
catch hell. It is not enough to make our lives more comfortable in the 
Western House, we must be working and theorising for the complete 
liberation of those in the global Field. To do so changes our point of 
emphasis, our understanding of society.

In order to be focused on liberation we must also be organically 
connected into movements outside of the academy. This means being 
directly engaged theoretically and in practice in the process of libera-
tion. There is no space for the free floating academic in Black Studies. 
Our research questions must change from diagnosing the problem to 
helping to provide the solutions. It is not good to say that previous 
social movements have failed to work, we must be asking how they can 
work in the future. This organic connection outside of academia is also 
essential in terms of knowledge and by drawing on those scholars who 
are given no recognition because they were not legitimised by an insti-
tution. It also means drawing on the lessons of educational movement 
outside of academia, like the Black supplementary school movement 
that has 50 years of knowledge and experience in the field of Black 
Studies to offer (Andrews 2013).

We also have to be keenly aware that Blackness has been used in 
essentialist ways that exclude or proscribe the participation of those who 
are not male, heterosexual or able bodied. Liberation, means leaving no 
one behind. Therefore, we must root our work in intersectional forms 
of knowledge and practice (Crenshaw 1991). Blackness, and therefore 
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Black Studies, is not a monolith. It is broad church that is meant, and 
will need to, bring us all together to achieve liberation.

There is no guarantee that by rooting our work in these principles 
that we will not succumb to institutionalisation within the academic 
industrial project. However, we have launched the endeavour and it will 
certainly not be successful without the support from academics, stu-
dents and wider communities. In order to resist institutional pressures 
Black Studies must be more than a subject students can pay to study. It 
must be a movement connected into a wider politics of resistance of the 
African Diaspora. We invite all those who are interested in liberation to 
join us as we attempt establish the Black Studies movement in Britain.
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In October 2015, I travelled to South Africa for the first time,  visiting 
Witwatersrand University in Johannesburg, the University of Cape 
Town (UCT), and Rhodes University in Grahamstown. Rhodes was 
my first stop, and I knew relatively little about an institution I would 
soon find out had been renamed by students ‘The University Currently 
Called Rhodes’. As we pulled up, my eyes were drawn to the grand, 
whitewashed archway over the entrance to the university’s campus. 
On it, in thick, dark spray-paint, stood the words ‘Black Power’. As in 
many universities across the country, Rhodes students occupied campus 
buildings, marched on management meetings and struggled in solidar-
ity with university staff. Earlier that year, RhodesMustFall, a UCT cam-
paign against a statue of the British colonialist, turned into a movement 
against the imperialism that Cecil Rhodes represented. For the first 
time since the anti-apartheid movement, South African students were 
 grabbing international headlines, as they struggled for universal access 
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to an education that did not reproduce the imperial logic their parents’ 
generation fought to dismantle. As researchers, teachers and students, 
particularly those based in the old centre of Empire, how can we ensure 
that our work is used to dismantle colonialism and its legacies?

“A Proper Degree of Terror”

In 1811, John Graham, a Scottish colonel in the British Army, led a 
coalition of British regulars and Boer commandos into the eastern 
frontier region of what was then the Cape Colony (now part of South 
Africa’s Eastern Cape Province). The area was then inhabited by the 
amaXhosa, and Graham’s task was to clear the land of people in prepa-
ration for white settlement. In a letter to George III, he informed the 
King that the amaXhosa people had been pushed beyond the Cape 
Colony’s frontiers using a ‘proper degree of terror’. Such terror consisted 
of shooting women and children who attempted to flee, and destroy-
ing crops in order to starve out any survivors. The land was renamed 
Grahamstown and, like much of the colony, it implemented a system 
of rule that subjugated Black Africans, eventually formalised through 
apartheid (Maclennan 1986).

It would be nearly a century until a large endowment from the 
Rhodes Trust in 1904 enabled the establishment of the university which 
goes by the same name. Rhodes University was an all-white institution 
during the period of apartheid. During the 1950s it was briefly affili-
ated to Forte Hare (a higher educational institution for Black Africans), 
but these ties were quickly severed by the ruling apartheid government. 
Today, 54% of Rhodes’ undergraduate population is Black (despite 
Blacks constituting 86% of the population of the Eastern Cape), and 
38% is white (whites constitute only 4.7% of the province’s population).

When I visited Rhodes University in 2015, I was struck by how 
spaces were contested by colonial and decolonial symbols. A large, 
heavy wooden door led into an imposing old social science building; 
the words Black Pain were spray-painted across one side. It was here in 
2015 that the students had begun their occupation, demanding changes 
to the curriculum, an end to the outsourcing of university workers, the 
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end of financial barriers to education and, of course, a change in the 
name of the university. Calling itself the Black Students Movement, 
this multiracial campaign’s primary demands can be encapsulated in 
its two most iconic slogans: Rhodes Must Fall and Fees Must Fall. The 
relationship between imperialism and capitalism is vividly portrayed 
throughout South Africa’s history, and in many ways present-day uni-
versities there are a post-colonial microcosm of its legacies. In addition 
to demands for a new curriculum, protests were aimed at reductions in 
per capita funding and increases in fees which excluded most Black stu-
dents. The protests were met with violent repression, with rubber bullets 
and stun grenades accompanying mass arrests (Manyathela 2016).

A Proper Degree

In 1788, the Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Interior 
Parts of Africa was founded in London, to help map the areas of the 
continent that Britain knew relatively little about. This organisation was 
a precursor of Britain’s Royal Geographical Society (RGS, founded in 
1830 as the Geographical Society of London). It is within the discus-
sions among RGS members that British geography developed debates 
around the ways in which the discipline is implicated in Empire. 
However, it took over half a century for geography to become estab-
lished as an academic discipline; the first readership in geography 
was established in 1887 at the University of Oxford. In 1893, Peter 
Kropotkin addressed a Teachers Guild conference in Oxford, asserting 
that geography “must teach us, from our earliest childhood, that we are 
all brethren, whatever our nationality” (Williskey 2000: 144). Some ear-
lier utterances, however, were less egalitarian. An 1852 letter to the pres-
ident of the RGS reads:

Geography lays open to the Government and to the Capitalist the hidden 
resources of the remote parts of this great Empire, and teaches the one 
how to govern at the least cost, and the other to apply profitably the sur-
plus capital and labour of the Country which thru’ the RGS may be made 
known sooner than thru’ any other means. (ibid: 141)
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Such ideas were uncontroversial in nineteenth-century Britain. Thirty-two  
years later came the Conference of Berlin (1884–1885), in which the 
European powers carved up the African map among themselves. Britain 
accrued a larger portion than most, a bounty that swelled significantly fol-
lowing its 1899 invasion of one of the inland regions of what is now east-
ern South Africa (Pakenham 1979). But while the Empire accrued land, 
resources and labour, the prestige of imperial expansion and acquisition 
also necessitated a philosophy which could justify the intense levels of vio-
lence, dispossession and genocide left in its wake.

Why Is My Curriculum White?

In 2014, Nathaniel Coleman, an early career scholar in University 
College London’s (UCL) Department of Philosophy, began a project on 
the critical philosophies of race. I joined Dr. Coleman in the September 
of that year. As a doctoral student in a geography department, I had 
never considered myself a philosopher. One thing I quickly learned 
about philosophy was that it is not necessarily interested in providing the 
right answers, but more in asking useful questions. In this case, the ques-
tions had to do with the ideas that were used to justify imperialism, and 
the contradictions between the progressive ideals of the enlightenment 
and the enslavement, genocide and exploitation which accompanied it. 
This contradiction was reconciled through the racist myth that Europe 
is, and always has been, the intellectual and moral leader of the world. 
Looking at the content of the teaching in contemporary educational 
institutions, we saw this myth being reproduced across almost every dis-
cipline, leading us to ask one simple question: Why is my curriculum 
white?

This question immediately exposes the embeddedness of racial think-
ing within academia. Many people associate whiteness with what people 
are, rather than seeing it as an idea that shapes actions and thoughts. 
This led to queries not only about the relevance of the question, but 
whether it makes sense. However, the question implicitly states that 
whiteness is an idea, and one upon which the curriculum is premised. 
The assertiveness of the question cut through tired debates on diversity 
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and representation that at best result in putting Black faces in high 
places, or peppering a reading list with a darker face or an exotic name. 
Rather, the question seeks to challenge the fundamental assumptions of 
academic knowledge production, critically reflect on canonised think-
ers, and introduce multiple histories and theories that are too often ren-
dered alternative, optional or invisible.

The project was launched with a student-led film named after the 
question we were asking: Why Is My Curriculum White?1 We also ran 
a series of public events, including a tour of UCL highlighting the issues 
in an institution that now designates itself London’s Global University. 
There was interest from a range of media outlets. In a matter of months, 
the question had sparked debates, events and similar projects across the 
country. One of the reasons for its success was that the question reso-
nated with students who found university education far from universal 
and often insufficiently critical of the thinking that was covered on their 
courses. And importantly, the campaign compelled debates to focus on 
the legacies of Empire, the social constructions of race, and the hegem-
ony of racist thinking in Europe and its former colonies. The message 
we brought to campuses across the country was simple: If the electronic 
components in our computers come from Central Africa, the wood in 
our tables is extracted from Latin America and the clothes we wear to our 
lectures are manufactured in South Asia, then it’s clear that the economic 
relations that existed under British colonialism are being reproduced 
today. Learning in spaces which are, in a very material way, monuments 
to imperialism simply highlights the de facto exploitative relationship 
with the formerly colonised world. This inequality is normalised and 
legitimised by racism, and one way of beginning to unlearn and disman-
tle these structures is by incorporating the moral and intellectual contri-
butions colonised people make to global knowledge production.

In July 2015, Why Is My Curriculum White? campaigners at UCL came 
together with two other campus-based campaigns, the UCL rent strike 
and the fossil fuel divestment campaign Fossil Free UCL. A direct action 

1UCL: Why Is My Curriculum White? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Dscx4h2l-Pk, 
(accessed 21 Nov 2017).

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dDscx4h2l-Pk
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involving smoke flares, loudspeakers and drums disrupted the university’s 
Open Day, marching through corridors and atriums before converging 
on the front quadrangle outside the university’s main entrance. Activists 
on the day linked issues such as the struggle against the neoliberal capi-
talism of London’s housing, the exploitation of the Global South by fossil 
fuel companies, and the whiteness which underpins British academia. As 
disgruntled university management and security staff looked on, unsure 
how to respond, teenagers asked their parents why this wasn’t on the 
Open Day programme. The campaign had progressed from an intellec-
tual endeavour to a public debate, an impetus for concrete change and 
part of a popular student movement. It was not long before international 
links of solidarity were forged with Black student campaigns in Holland, 
the US and Rhodes Must Fall in South Africa.

Conclusion

Academia in Britain today often frames decolonisation as something 
which, if it needs to happen, is required elsewhere. Unlike South Africa, 
or other settler colonies such as the United States, the geographical dis-
juncture between Britain and its colonies can often lead to a conceptual 
disjuncture between Britain and post-colonialism (Hall 1991). But while 
imperialism’s afterlife isn’t as viscerally present as it is other post-colonial 
nations, as the historic centre of Empire it remains vital that British geog-
raphy joins a global movement towards decolonisation. This must begin 
with correcting the most powerful false assumption of the post-colony—
that Europe is, and has long been, the intellectual and moral leader of the 
world. While the victories of anti-racism and anti-imperialism mean that 
articulating such an assumption is instinctively frowned upon, it remains 
the conventional wisdom underscoring the citations, curricula, canons 
and recruitment patterns across geography’s academic institutions.

The past president’s address by Audrey Kobayashi at AAG2 (2013) was 
titled ‘Dialecta Interrupta: The Idea of ‘Race’ in the Discipline of Geography ’. 
She provided a radical intervention into both the conference and the 

2The American Association of Geographers (AAG).
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Association, telling us that “the idea of race in geography represents a 
 contested and unfinished discourse, in a dialectic that has had many inter-
ruptions”. Kobayashi urged geographers to reflect critically upon the his-
tory of the discipline, and how this history has situated the discipline today. 
Such critical self-reflection is wholly necessary for comparable researchers, 
teachers and students of all disciplinary backgrounds here in Britain if we 
are to unlearn the Eurocentric assumptions of colonial thought.

The student movements in South Africa are one example of the inter-
ruptions that necessitate the decolonisation of knowledge production. 
South African universities rely on African land and African workers, 
making their default relationship with Black peoples one of extraction 
and exploitation. While the resources of the Global South can appear 
geographically distant to academics based in Britain, this nation’s impe-
rial history means that our intellectual culture is not too distant from 
that which is being struggled against on campuses in Britain’s former 
colonies. British academia was (and remains) a vital component in shap-
ing the imperial ambitions of nation states. But it is also well placed 
to highlight the links between spaces and places divided by physical-
ity, yet interconnected through militarism, appropriation and ideology 
(Godlewska and Smith 1994). The campaigns described in this chap-
ter have built on the struggles of previous generations, placing us at a 
historical crossroads. There is no middle, benevolent way forward. We 
can either attempt to ignore, and thus implicitly reproduce, the imperial 
logics that have influenced the shape of British academia since the dawn 
of Empire, or we can actively rethink and dismantle imperialism’s after-
life, by unlearning the unjust global hierarchies of knowledge produc-
tion upon which much of the Empire’s legitimacy was based.
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In recounting our particular trajectory of decolonial student activism at 
Oxford University, what we hope to do in this chapter is to emphasise 
that any attempt to analyse and quantify the successes and failures of 
student-led movements must recognise that there are no ‘finished’ con-
versations. These narratives of the various Oxford-based movements, in 
particular the ‘I, too, am Oxford campaign’, the BME conference, Skin 
Deep and the Rhodes Must Fall Oxford (RMFO) movement, are exam-
ples of particular types of political interventions which occurred at a 
specific historical conjuncture. In these 2014–2016 campaigns, what we 
find are iterations of an ongoing struggle, which must continue to grow, 
adapt and respond to changing times and historical contexts.
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Linking Histories: Oxford Students  
Then and Now

In an essay entitled the ‘Life and Times of the First New Left’, the 
famed cultural theorist, sociologist, activist and one-time Oxford stu-
dent, Stuart Hall reflects on the founding of the New Left Review back 
in the 1950s and the significance of having such a journal emerge from 
a conservative institution like Oxford. Hall writes,

How and why did this happen then—and why, of all places, partly in 
Oxford? In the 1950s universities were not, as they later became, cen-
tres of revolutionary activity. A minority of privileged left-wing students, 
debating consumer capitalism and the embourgeoisement of work-
ing-class culture amidst the ‘dreaming spires’, may seem, in retrospect, 
a pretty marginal political phenomenon. Nevertheless, the debate was 
joined with a fierce intensity, self-consciously counterposed to the brittle, 
casual confidence of Oxford’s dominant tone, set by the attempts of the 
‘Hooray Henries’ of its time to relive Brideshead Revisited. In fact, Oxford 
also contained its rebel enclaves: demobbed young veterans and national 
servicemen, Ruskin College trade unionists, ‘scholarship boys’ and girls 
from home and abroad. Although they were unable to redefine its dom-
inant culture, these outsiders did come to constitute an alternative—not 
to say beleaguered—intellectual minority culture. This was the NLR 
constituency.1

At the time of his arrival in Oxford, Hall’s political sensibilities and 
inclinations were primarily anti-imperialist. Marxism would come 
later as Hall began to engage more regularly with leftist politics at the 
University. Hall explains,

I was sympathetic to the left, had read Marx and been influenced by him 
while at school, but I would not, at the time, have called myself a Marxist 
in the European sense. In any event, I was troubled by the failure of 

1Hall, Stuart. “The Life and Times of the First New Left”, New Left Review 61 (Jan/Feb 2010): 
181.
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orthodox Marxism to deal adequately with either ‘Third World’ issues of 
race and ethnicity, and questions of racism, or with literature and culture, 
which preoccupied me intellectually as an undergraduate.2

What is particularly significant about Hall’s recounting of his early 
days at Oxford is that almost seventy years later, his experience rings 
true for the types of politics that many politically engaged students of 
colour come to university with. Although today their politics are more 
often anti-racist as opposed to explicitly anti-imperialist. As it was in  
the 1950s, the left in Oxford continues to be a heterogeneous outfit 
that encompasses a wide range of views, making it hard to say what ‘the 
[student] left is’ definitively committed to.

There are, however, a few generalising statements that one can make: 
the student left is majority white, and while many are sympathetic to, 
and a small minority even seriously committed to anti-racist, decolo-
nial and anti-imperial politics, for the most part the left has had limited 
engagement with these struggles since the end of Apartheid in South 
Africa in 1994. Moreover, whilst most in the student left are commit-
ted to wider societal structural change, that has not successfully trans-
lated to a sustained demand or consistent agitation for structural change 
within Oxford itself. Some of this certainly has to do with the fact that 
the student left has not been able to put forth a coherent programme 
for radical transformation that students can get behind. But in large 
part the inability of the student left to redefine the University’s domi-
nant culture has more to do with banal realities such as the fact that stu-
dents are generally only in university for three to four years, they tend 
to be separated by colleges and degree programs, and there exists no real 
sense of institutional memory which means that many student organisa-
tions either end up repeating work that has already been done by their 
predecessors, or are too invested in claiming for themselves the cov-
eted title of ‘first…’ to continue with the work that others have already 
started.

2Hall, Stuart, “The Life and Times of the First New Left”, New Left Review 61 (Jan/Feb 2010): 
179.
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Skin Deep: Capturing the Legacy of Decolonial 
Voices

It is with this in mind that one should think about the emergence of 
Skin Deep, which was realised in its first iteration as an online platform 
created in January of 2014 on Facebook for Oxford students of colour. 
Much like how the New Left Review emerged for Stuart Hall and his fel-
low Oxonians as a space to articulate their frustrations, debate solutions 
and refine their nascent ideas as young Marxist intellectuals who were just 
beginning to come into political maturity, Skin Deep became a space in 
which students of colour could centre their voices and experiences at a 
predominantly white and academically conservative institution.

It would be disingenuous to suggest that Skin Deep had any real 
political or activist motivations from its inception. It was created pri-
marily out of a sense of alienation that one of us, Anuradha Henriques, 
felt within the University and a sense that other students probably 
felt similarly. The initial online discussion forum (which is now called 
Race Matters) emerged at a time when there were few spaces in Oxford 
whose primary aim was to give matters surrounding race, racial rep-
resentation and racial identity a platform. At its core, the goal of Skin 
Deep was to allow for the exploration of why racial equality is para-
mount, and how we can and should challenge the ways in which race is 
represented in the media, literature and education.

Skin Deep created a virtual space that existed outside of the ethno 
cultural societies like the Afro-Caribbean Society, whose concerns had 
over the years shifted from being political to primarily being concerned 
with providing entertainment, networking and helping prospective stu-
dents apply to Oxford and enrolled students connect with job recruit-
ment agencies. It also remained distinct from the Campaign for Racial 
Awareness (CRAE), a student union led campaign that gained promi-
nence in 2012 when it published the much needed 100 Voices Campaign 
2: Black and Minority Ethnic Students of Oxford Speak Out.3

3Tuck, Stephen, and Henry L. Gates. 2014. The Night Malcolm X Spoke at the Oxford Union: A 
Transatlantic Story of Antiracist Protest. Oakland: University of California Press. Print, p. 202.
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Given that Oxford is a majority white institution, it was inevitable 
that Skin Deep, despite primarily being targeted at students of col-
our, would begin to reflect that. The very nature of online and open 
discussion spaces is such that curatorial control is all but impossible, 
meaning that the forum soon shifted to being a space where Black 
and brown members were often called upon by the growing number 
white members of Skin Deep to explain and justify the frustrations 
that had arisen from their experiences within the institution. If the 
intention was for Black and brown students to be part of a space that 
existed independently from the institution, where they could discuss 
issues of representation within and outside of Oxford, then the space 
quickly became unable to accommodate that goal. The demand that 
students of colour continue to explain and justify their lived realities 
and their desires for reform in a majority white institution detracted 
from the meaningful actions that could have been galvanised in that 
online space.

Skin Deep magazine, which was first published six months after 
the establishment of the Facebook discussion forum, emerged out of 
a desire to produce an intellectual and artistic product that addressed 
themes and issues that were of concern to students of colour, away 
from explanations and qualifications that were demanded on the 
online forum. The magazine would accompany other established leftist 
magazines that enjoyed wide readership within the University, such as 
Cuntry Living (a feminist zine) and the newly released No Heterox* (a 
magazine for LGBTQ issues). The print publication would serve as an 
avenue for students to develop an archival project that chronicled the 
experiences and reflections of students of colour. Through the curation 
of a print publication, we felt we would be able to raise contemporary 
issues that affected students of colour within a global context, whilst 
simultaneously contributing to the institutional memory of decolonial 
and antiracist organising within our institution. It was not so much a 
critique of the institution itself, but rather an attempt to capture the 
voices and experiences of previous generations, which were reflected 
in the pieces written on the work and legacies of Stuart Hall, Maya 
Angelou and Gabriel Garcia Marquez, all of whom had passed away 
that year.
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The magazine became a termly publication, each addressing a 
 particular theme: Roots/Routes (Issue 2), Terrorising the Masses (Issue 3), 
Theorising from Outside (the Academy) (Issue 4). For example here is an 
extract from the introduction of Root/Routes (Issue 2):

The colonial garden was pruned to the point of predictability. No weeds 
were allowed to grow, no “exotic” flowers were allowed to bloom, and no 
other garden was to be imagined. The garden was a project that could not 
accommodate a diversity of vision and growth. In our efforts to uproot 
this imaginative roadblock, we challenge you to plant your roots and to 
find new routes out of this dull and deceptively beautiful garden. We seek 
not to build a better garden, but a more engaging and inclusive one.

I, Too Am Oxford: ‘Speaking Back’

The inspiration for I, Too, Am Oxford campaign, was a Buzzfeed 
 article entitled “63 Black Harvard Students Share Their Experiences 
In A Powerful Photo Project”.4 That it was shared on Skin Deep just 
two months after it was started is a testament to the fact that even in 
the early days of the forum, members were concerned with translat-
ing what was happening at the level of discourse on the platform into 
concrete and impactful action in the real world. To date, the ‘I, too, 
am Oxford’ campaign is perhaps the most important political action 
to have emerged from that space. The Buzzfeed article inspired much 
excitement amongst students of colour on the platform and a call for 
spontaneous organising occurred. As a movement, the ‘I, too, am….’ 
campaign required very little in terms of actual planning. All that was 
necessary was a few whiteboards, some marker pens for students to take 
it in turn to write out their messages and a willing photographer—none 
of which were hard to source in a network of a few hundred students. 
In the comments section a time was agreed upon and students were 
expected to show up in front of the Radcliffe Camera, a building that 

4Vingiano, Ali, “63 Black Harvard Students Share Their Experiences in A Powerful Photo 
Project”, BuzzFeed, 2014, Viewed 6 May 2017. http://bzfd.it/2qLFl5k.

http://bzfd.it/2qLFl5k
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has come to signify Oxford as an institution. The broad spectrum of 
political affiliations and opinions that students of colour came from is 
evidenced by the range of sentiments that were expressed in the photo 
series. Some of what was written spoke to personal or social experiences 
and interactions, whereas others commented directly on issues with cur-
riculum and institutional structures that needed to be addressed. For 
some students of colour it was the first time they were given the oppor-
tunity to speak back, and (re)claim the campus. We created a tumblr 
page for the campaign in which we uploaded all the photographs that 
had been taken by the various students. Shortly thereafter, we created 
a twitter account to share the link and tweet at various media outlets 
that we thought might be interested in the campaign. The aim was to 
get word out as far and wide as possible in the hopes that public pres-
sure might encourage the institution to take the concerns raised by stu-
dents more seriously. Buzzfeed UK, a subsidiary of the media outlet that 
had first published the I, too, am Harvard photographs, was one of the 
first media outlets to release an article on the campaign. Of course, both 
the tumblr and the subsequent article were shared on the Skin Deep 
platform, where the campaign garnered a great deal of support and also 
some criticism. Separately from the platform, many of the students who 
participated in the campaign also made it a point to change their pro-
file pictures on their various social media profiles as a way to both share 
what they’d done and to promote the campaign. Examples of I, too, am 
Oxford whiteboard messages:

On Afro-Caribbean Society: How would you feel if I started a ‘white soci-
ety’. Look around, Oxford is white society.

All the post-colonial and other critical theories you study does not entitle 
you to speak for me or over me.

No, my family did not have to flee the Sudan… Sorry I don’t have a more 
“exotic” African story

Yes, I have the right to be offended when you confuse me with the only 
other black girl in my year.

If you ‘don’t see race’, how don’t we see that in the admissions statistics?
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Why are only 0.4% of UK professors black? #InstitutionalRacism

“Are you here on an access scheme?”

“You’re such a bounty!” Valuing education does not make me less black or 
more white.

Don’t use ‘where are you from’ as a euphemism for ‘explain to me why 
you’re not white.’

Even if I was religious, Muslim Land is not a place I can just swim back to.

Of course you got in, you fill both Black and Asian quotas.

I am the voice of Africa #AllAfricansAreBlack #AfricaIsACountry 
#BeCarefulIMakeUpStories

Oh you’re from Ghana! My cousin’s nanny is from Kenya.

It has been noted elsewhere (see Tuck and Louis Gates Jr. 2014)5 that 
the launch of the ‘I, too, am Oxford’ tumblr coincided with the Race 
Summit, a CRAE organised initiative that brought administrators, fac-
ulty and student representatives together “to address the existence of 
racism at Oxford, and how they can work towards creating a more just 
and inclusive student experience”.6 While a happy coincidence, and 
hopefully one that helped to bolster the arguments being made at the 
Summit, the reality is that few of the students that partook in the cam-
paign were aware of what was going on with regards to issues of anti- 
racism, access and curricular reform at the University level. The choice 
of date arose more from a practical concern—to get the message out 
before term was up—rather than a symbolic one. Any other interpreta-
tion would suggest that the campaign had long term reform goals and a 
clear sense of how to realise them at an institutional level, when in actu-
ality many students saw this as a one-off event that allowed for them to 
share misconceptions of what life in Oxford was like for BME students.  

5Tuck, Stephen G. N, and Henry Louis Gates. 2014. The Night Malcolm X Spoke at the Oxford 
Union. Oakland: University of California Press.
6University Oxford University Student Union. n.d. Press Release for Race Summit, Viewed 6 May 
2017, from https://ousu.org/pageassets/whatson/newsracesummit_pressrelease2.pdf.

https://ousu.org/pageassets/whatson/newsracesummit_pressrelease2.pdf
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For those of us who would continue to agitate and organise around 
these issues, it became increasingly obvious that a coherent politi-
cal movement could not have occurred from this particular campaign. 
What it did do was bring people together, with no particular or overt 
political agenda, to give an informed expression to ideas and frustrations 
that were simmering amongst students of colour.

The BME Conference: Dissidence  
in an Era of Diversity

As a follow up to the campaign, during the following term (Trinity), 
we led a group of students in organising a conference titled “The BME 
conference: Dissidence in an Era of Diversity”. The conference was a 
concerted effort to engage with a more specific and formulated political 
agenda. It was an attempt to build a coalition with other student move-
ments around the UK, such as the ‘Ain’t I A Woman’ collective at SOAS 
and the SOAS’s iteration of ‘I, too, am….’, as well as to interrogate the 
methodologies and share experiences of organising student led cam-
paigns in the age of new media and the usefulness of American activ-
ist methods in British institutions. Professor Patricia Daley (one of the 
few Black Professors at Oxford) and Professor Elleke Boehmer who are 
part of the Geography and English departments in Oxford respectively, 
addressed questions of curricular reform and representation within the 
faculty and student body. The inclusion of faculty in the conference was 
crucial to ensuring that these conversations were being had at several 
levels and spheres within the university and for us, as students, it helped 
us get a better understanding of how to frame demands for curricular 
reform across the disciplines.

Most importantly, the conference helped establish student- faculty 
alliances, which are crucial to any long-term and sustained effort for 
institutional reform in higher education. Students come and go and 
the movements they start rise and fall, but the faculty are the ones 
who remain and are put in charge of instituting the changes that stu-
dents demand. Hence it was crucial for students in Wadham College, 



306     A. Henriques and L. Abushouk

following the BME conference, to establish the colleges’ first people of 
colour and diversity officer in the student union, alongside the imple-
mentation of a Tutor for Race and Racial Equality on the college gov-
erning body. Given the many student lifetimes that faculty live out  
in institutions, their institutional memory is far longer and in some 
ways far more realistic than that of the student-body. Ensuring that 
 student-faculty networks and alliances are in place, means that students 
can continue to agitate, protest and organise for transformation without 
concession and guarantee that someone inside the institution will take 
up their struggle and try to implement those changes. It is worth noting 
here that in our particular context the academics who were invested in 
institutional reform and supporting student-led activist initiatives were 
unfortunately in the minority. As you can imagine, there are indeed 
a large number of academics who are keen to ensure that the univer-
sity and its curriculum are preserved in a way that they recognise and 
feel reflects their specific, Eurocentric understanding of a ‘world class’ 
institution.

The conference, on reflection, allowed for what the campaign had  
not, which was for us, as students and now activists, to think stra-
tegically about developing a political and academic decolonial and  
anti-racist initiative, led by the students and centring curricular reform. 
The hope was that the focus on these issues would effectively address 
the structures of whiteness and the colonial systems that were upheld  
by the institution. What became evident fairly quickly, however, was 
that the conference was a far less ‘sexy’ platform for students. Organising 
the conference did not create the same kind attention or mobilisation 
that the ‘I too, am Oxford’ campaign had encouraged. What did emerge 
from the conference, however, was the idea to create a print publication 
of Skin Deep, the first edition of which came to fruition in June 2014.

The guiding influence of academics who were working both in and 
outside of Oxford at that time and the assistance they gave in help-
ing structure the conversations around decoloniality and the histories 
of global decolonial movements cannot be overstated. Dr. Nathaniel 
Tobias Coleman, a former student of Merton College, Oxford, was 
at that time working as an academic at University College London 
and organising events and teach-ins that raised important questions  
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such as: “Why Isn’t My Professor Black?” and “Why Is My Curriculum 
White?”—both of which are titles of talks that he had given. Whilst 
he was in Oxford for an event, he was invited by a small group of stu-
dent activists of colour to meet to discuss the shared issues that stu-
dents and academics were facing in both UCL and Oxford. Crucially, 
he invited us to consider organising around a specific decolonial strug-
gle with which we were already familiar: Rhodes Must Fall, which had 
gained significant momentum in early 2015 in the University of Cape 
Town (UCT), South Africa. The context from which the resistance in 
Cape Town emerged was clearly very distinct from the Oxford context, 
but there were particular grievances about representation, curriculum 
reform, and access to quality higher education for students of colour 
that resonated on both campuses.

Rhodes Must Fall Oxford (RMFO): In the 
Footsteps of Malcolm X

It’s difficult to say whether RMFO would have emerged were it not 
for the mobilisation that occurred around the ‘I, too, am Oxford’ 
campaign. Certainly, members of that campaign who were still pursu-
ing their studies both at the undergraduate and postgraduate level at 
Oxford went on to participate and indeed lead the actions of RMFO. 
Of course, this movement was not entirely home-grown, given that it 
primarily began as a solidarity campaign with Rhodes Must Fall South 
Africa. Moreover, the arrival of Rhodes Scholars to Oxford, who had 
been part of the movement at UCT, meant that new tactics and a new 
type of vocabulary was introduced into the rhetoric of anti-racist dis-
course in Oxford. Indeed, prior to RMFO, no student movement in 
recent memory had utilised and centred the term ‘decolonial’, or con-
sidered what its implications might mean in the physical and archi-
tectural context of Oxford. It was from these early conversations with  
Dr. Coleman in the spring of 2015 that student activists in Oxford 
were able to make the link with their South African counterparts. We 
were able to identify with the significance of the deep colonial ties that 
run through the history of Oxford as an institution, and how these 



308     A. Henriques and L. Abushouk

ties continue to influence economics, curriculum and power structures 
within the university. What Rhodes Must Fall in Oxford necessarily 
facilitated was a transnational discussion around structural transforma-
tion which would force the university, an institution which is highly 
resistant to change, to be self-reflective and consider learning from both 
its British and international students.

The aims, gains and successes of RMFO have been widely docu-
mented both by members of the group and the media. Therefore, to 
give a brief account here would be both futile and unfair to the complex 
and vibrant history of this ongoing movement. That said, it is worth 
thinking through how differently ‘I, too, am Oxford’ and RMFO were 
received by the University, the media and the public. In large part, 
because the difference in treatment speaks to how readily institutions 
of higher education, and the media and public by extension, are will-
ing to engage with and admit shortcomings when it comes to issues of 
‘diversity’, which can be easily remedied by greater representation, a few 
workshops on micro-aggressions perhaps featuring one or two more 
BME students on the university brochure. Whereas ‘decolonisation’, 
as iterated by RMFO, demanded the removal of statues, the acknowl-
edgement of past wrongs and the rewriting of a whitewashed colonial 
history that defined both national culture and the ways in which the 
humanities and social sciences were being taught at the University. The 
former is inoffensive, superficial and affordable to implement, whereas 
the latter requires serious existential and epistemological considerations 
and comes at the expense of alienating wealthy donors and spending a 
great deal on architectural restructuring.

Therefore, it is unsurprising that the University opted to delay 
responding to the demands of RMFO in the hope that the students 
who were putting pressure on the university to address issues of insti-
tutional racism, global economic structures, and colonialism would do 
what most students do when their time at University has come to an 
end: leave, never to be heard from again. Yet, despite all of this, we can 
be encouraged by the fact that RMFO activists, like Malcolm X fifty 
years before them, debated in the most hostile institution within the 
university—the Oxford Union—and won.
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From Roots to Routes: Towards a Global Student 
Movement

It is perhaps wise at the end to return to the words that we began with 
by way of Stuart Hall, ‘and why, of all places, partly in Oxford?’ There 
can be no doubt that these movements emerged at a particular juncture 
in global student of colour activism. The ‘I, too, am’ movement is part 
of a long history of American student activism, influencing discussions 
and activism around race in the United Kingdom. The RMF movement 
begins where the decolonisation movements of the twentieth century 
left off, bringing the question of decolonisation both to the academy 
and home to the metropole.

In order to create sustainable student movements that force a shift 
from the much more convenient position of political apathy and docil-
ity, which continues to be associated with privileged leftist politics, we 
must continue to document and archive the decolonial struggles that 
have taken place and build on the long history of student-led activ-
ism within the academy. In this way, we can disrupt the cycle and 
limitations of time frames offered by an undergraduate or postgradu-
ate degree, and build on the roots laid down by those before us, whilst 
informing the routes of those who will inevitably come after. Student 
activists must continue to reflect on the benefits of seeing their work in 
a global context, and understand what can be gained from recognising 
that a particular struggle should be in constant conversation with global 
struggles and solidarity movements.



Part V
Brick Walls and Tick Boxes: The ‘White-

Washing’ of Equality and Diversity Policies
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Gesture Politics

…any action by a person or organisation done for political reasons 
and intended to attract public attention but having little real effect 
(Cambridge English Dictionary (undated))

Early in 2016, I gave a talk to an audience of academics, professional 
staff and students as part of an event to celebrate the launch of a uni-
versity equality network. At the end, as is customary in most presenta-
tions, the Chair (a senior member of the university) stood to give closing 
remarks and invite questions from the floor. Thanking me for my contri-
bution, she observed, “our universities would certainly look very different 
if you were in charge”. The comment stayed with me. If, for a moment, 
we were to take the statement seriously rather than assume it to be a 
mere polite throwaway remark, what then was it about the content of 
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my presentation that made her come to this conclusion? Further if my 
perspective, along with others who work in the field and share a similar 
analytical lens, had the potential to make such impact why was change 
not more forthcoming? Indeed why do we continue to encounter resist-
ance to our proposals to advance racial justice? I share these ruminations 
not as an exercise in academic self-aggrandisement but rather as means to 
reflect upon why, despite a well-established record of equalities legislation 
in the UK, despite the policies, guidance documents and professed com-
mitments of higher education institutions, and the supposedly liberal, 
inclusive ideals of many academics, meaningful change on race equality 
might be labelled at best slow and at worse, abysmally static. With such 
questions in mind, this chapter focuses on the wider institutional con-
text and hegemonic practices in which race inequalities persist. It draws 
attention to the ways in which universities engage with and attempt to 
address racial disparities. Drawing on examples from empirical research, 
personal communications from colleagues in the UK and overseas and, 
my experience advising on race equality, I posit that institutional initi-
atives to address race inequalities often fail to engage seriously with the 
fundamental aspects of race and racism. Instead, it is argued that they 
tend to embrace a range of limited short-term strategies that while giving 
the appearance of serious engagement, in effect, make little substantial, 
long-term difference to the experiences, outcomes and success of students 
and faculty of colour.

What Is Race Inequality and What Does It Look 
Like in Our Universities?

Being African American in a predominantly white institution is like 
being an actor on stage. There are roles one has to perform, storylines one 
is expected to follow, and dramas and subplots one should avoid at all 
cost. [It is like] playing a small but visible part in a racially specific script. 
Survival is always in question. (Carbado and Gulati 2013: 1)

It is precisely this script that interests me given that as faculty of col-
our we are seldom the authors or playwrights determining the  
roles, content or direction of what happens on the academic stage. 
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Gender is important here. To be a woman of colour within mainly 
white institutions is to occupy an identity which is diametrically dis-
tinct from the white male leaders who make the decisions within those 
spaces. And for women of colour specialising in race within higher edu-
cation, this is a space which is often surreal, frustrating and exhausting 
(Ahmed 2009; Maylor 2009). This particular state of double conscious-
ness (Fanon 1967) is characterised by the careful, oscillating dance 
between a white academy that largely avoids, limits or shuts down any 
meaningful debate on race and, the endless pained accounts of peo-
ple of colour who work or study within this arena. I am struck by how 
many—a large number of whom are strangers—come to me, fuelled by 
some awareness of my work, to share their experiences. They contact me 
by email or pull me aside at conferences, seminars and talks within and 
outside of the academy to speak in hushed, pained tones about what 
has happened to them within the ivory towers. Students speak of lectur-
ers whose course content dismisses or subjugates their identity or his-
tory, of white supervisors who seek to minimise or altogether alter the 
content of postgraduate research where race is the focus. Administrative 
staff describe being forever stuck at the same grade or of their contribu-
tions being overlooked by dismissive line managers and, academic staff 
share endless examples of incidents in which colleagues repeatedly ques-
tion their competence and expertise. I have lost count of the number of 
these conversations I have been part of but note that at the heart of each 
is the desire to be treated with respect and with courtesy and, an expec-
tation of a fair opportunity to progress and succeed.

It is not uncommon for the observations that I set out above to be 
dismissed by the ‘scriptwriters’ as anecdotal, as individual perception or 
as the attention-seeking cries of a disgruntled few. However a small but 
growing body of literature and empirical research has shown these expe-
riences to be part of the norm for faculty of colour within universities in 
the UK (e.g. Ahmed 2009; Bhopal et al. 2015; NUS 2015; Leathwood 
et al. 2009; Mirza 2006; Rollock 2011, 2012) mirroring the experi-
ences of their US counterparts (e.g. Carbado and Gulati 2013; Harris 
and Gonzalez 2012; Smith et al. 2006; Yoshinaga-Itano 2006). Given 
such evidence, it should come as no surprise that UK faculty of colour 
are more likely, when compared with their white colleagues, to  consider 
leaving the country to work at overseas institutions (Bhopal et al. 2015) 
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believing the opportunities for progression to be better, though still not 
ideal, elsewhere. For this too has been something about which faculty of 
colour have long whispered—before the empirical research gave it formal 
legitimacy—and dreamt about during those conversations at the margins 
of UK institutional spaces. For people of colour in such places, there is 
recognition that racism can go beyond the overt, crude reckonings of 
random individuals or disenfranchised Far Right groups. Instead, we are 
subject to what Pierce (1970: 472) describes as the “offensive mecha-
nisms” of racial microaggressions:

…racial microaggressions are a form of systemic, everyday racism used to 
keep those at the racial margins in their place. They are: (1) verbal and 
non-verbal assaults directed toward People of Color, often carried out in 
subtle, automatic or unconscious forms; (2) layered assaults, based on 
race and its intersections with gender, class, sexuality, language, immigra-
tion status, phenotype, accent or surname; and (3) cumulative assaults 
that take a psychological, physiological, and academic toll on People of 
Color. (Perez Huber and Solorzano 2015: 302)

Such acts, subtle though they may be in their manifestation, nonethe less 
speak to an implicit belief held by many white people that their expe-
rience and knowledge is inherently and unquestionably better than that 
held by people of colour. Racial microaggressions serve to remind people 
of colour that they are somehow different and less than whites. Much of 
the power of microaggressions is in their persistence and subtlety. Race 
or racism does not need to be explicitly named for this form of racial 
inequality to occur. Consider, for example, the following scenario:

Scenario 1

A white female academic joins a university as a new member of staff. She 
is assigned to a teaching team where the team leader is a female faculty of 
colour who has been at the university for ten years. On receiving students’ 
coursework, the team leader sends an email to the teaching team which 
summarises university’s practice with regard to marking and states the dead-
line for submitting grades. The new member of staff fails to complete the 
marking in line with the request and when prompted by the team leader 
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responds with a curt, two-line email emphasising her extensive experi-
ence of working in higher education and her track record of marking. She 
refuses to address the team leader’s concerns and insists that, in her view, 
she has already completed the marking according to university guidelines.

There are two critical issues that must be incorporated in the reading 
of the above incident. First, the absence of any explicit mention of race 
does not mean that race is absent from the equation. In recognising  
and challenging the whiteness of universities, it is necessary to explore 
how they become and remain that way. The task is to identify (and 
deconstruct) those hegemonic practices which form the natural, 
unquestioned fabric of the academy and enable its cultural preservation:

Domination is a relation of power that subjects enter into and is forged 
in historical process. It does not form out of random acts of hatred, 
although these are condemnable, but rather out of a patterned and endur-
ing treatment of social groups. Ultimately, it is secured through a series of 
actions, the ontological meaning of which is not always transparent to its sub-
jects and objects. (Leonardo 2009: 77, emphasis added)

Looking then to the scenario, we may reasonably assume that the 
employee who has been at the institution the longest will have a bet-
ter knowledge of university procedures. However, a critically reflexive 
and racially just analysis would also seek to understand the dynamics of 
power and how the racial identities and experiences of the actors might 
have given rise to the incident which occurred. A racially just perspec-
tive would demand, for example, that we ask whether the new employee 
would respond in the same way if the team leader were a white woman 
or indeed a man of colour.

Recognising and naming race, even if as a possibility, must co-exist 
with a second fundamental consideration, namely, the wider evidence 
on race. Here questions about what is known about the workplace 
experiences of people of colour and, in particular, women of colour are 
essential. By coupling a consideration of race with the research evidence, 
we can begin to move away from a colourblind approach and better 
acknowledge the way in which power relations, “forged in historical 
process” as Leonardo (2009: 77) reminds us, operate along axes of race 
(and other identities) within UK universities.
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Yet it is precisely because such acts are carried out with no apparent 
“ontological meaning” (Leonardo 2009: 77) that such incidents tend 
to go uninvestigated or are trivialised by white power-holders in these 
very institutions. This, despite empirical evidence about the experiences 
of faculty of colour and recent large-scale studies documenting the per-
sistence of racism in UK workplaces (Business in the Community 2015; 
Ashe and Nazroo 2016).

Let us hold onto these considerations as we return to our analysis of 
the scenario. By acting in the way that she has, the new employee also 
provides insight into the ways in which whiteness and white privilege 
operate. Entitlement and privilege operate to position as superior and 
more legitimate experience obtained prior to arriving at the university 
despite the fact that it does not complement practices at the new place 
of work. The team leader is also left with a predicament. Irrespective of 
the reasons for the new employee’s behaviour, the coursework must be 
marked to time and according to university protocol. If this does not 
occur, it is the team leader and not the new member of staff who will be 
held responsible.

Let us take the scenario one step further and assume that the team 
leader reported the matter to senior colleagues believing that they would 
intervene and demand co-operation. Instead it is dismissed as being a 
“teaching related” issue that she should manage herself. This serves to 
legitimise the poor behaviour of her white colleague (thus reinforcing 
and sanctioning whiteness) and, because she has to now mark them 
herself, causes a delay in returning grades to the students. Complaints 
ensue and are reflected in the student evaluations, which are submitted 
later in the year. The external examiner and the same senior colleagues 
to whom the team leader had reported the incident, express serious con-
cerns about the students’ comments and seek explanation. It is the fac-
ulty of colour who is in their sights and not the intransigence of the 
white colleague. The team leader is left feeling frustrated, alienated and 
unsupported while the white colleague still has not been reprimanded 
(Harris and Gonzalez 2012).

It is experiences like the one set out in the above scenario that oth-
ers share with me time and time again. In my 2011 article on racial 
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microaggressions in the academy, I employ counternarrative (Delgado 
2000) to articulate the semi-fictional experiences of Jonathan, one of 
few faculty of colour at a high profile university (Rollock 2011). The 
article describes how a colleague took issue with Jonathan’s preference 
for opening windows in their shared office as opposed to using the air 
conditioning system and so approached Human Resources to issue a 
formal complaint against him. While it may seem trivial and possibly 
incredulous, the incident in fact draws on a real-life event. None of the 
key actors with the power to shape how the event unfurled (Jonathan’s 
line manager, the HR manager) took account of the possible role of 
race. Jonathan ended up being informally reprimanded just two weeks 
into a new role. Several years later, in real life, the name of the same col-
league with whom Jonathan had shared an office would surface in a race 
discrimination case.

I share these accounts as a means by which to demonstrate the insid-
ious ways in which power through racial discrimination operates within 
the academy. Seemingly slight or even trivial acts serve to position fac-
ulty of colour at the margins of institutional spaces which continue to 
ignore, downplay or deny their experiences and the salience of race. Yet 
if we are to understand why the sector remains plagued by such low 
numbers of senior faculty of colour1 (Equality Challenge Unit 2015) 
and why their experiences are largely negative, then it is imperative that 
we move beyond colour blindness and take seriously the experiences of 
this group.

The first step in this process is honest conversation.

The Fallacy of Honest Race Talk?

I keep trying new ways to make them see what they clearly do not want 
to see, what perhaps they’re incapable of seeing… (Bell 1992: 142)

1An analysis of the most recent data from higher education information database (HEIDI) pub-
lished by the Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA) reveals that there were 75 UK Black 
professors in 2014/2015.
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Derrick Bell is one of the founders of Critical Race Theory, an approach 
that offers a radical lens through which to make sense of and ulti-
mately challenge racial injustice in society (Delgado and Stefancic 2001; 
Ladson-Billings 1998; Rollock and Gillborn 2011). While I ended 
the previous section with a call for white colleagues to move beyond  
colour blindness this, in fact, is to overlook some of the fundamental 
constraining aspects of racial politics and white dominance. Attempts 
to speak honestly with white colleagues about race are fraught with risk 
and challenge irrespective of the weight of additional evidence or new 
analyses that is brought to bear in the discussion:

…by sharing their real perspectives on race, minorities become overt tar-
gets of personal and academic threats. It becomes a catch-22 for them. 
Either they must observe the safety of whites and be denied a space that 
promotes people of color’s growth and development or insist on a space 
of integrity and put themselves further at risk not only of violence, but 
also risk being conceived of as illogical or irrational. Thus, white privilege 
is at the center of most race dialogues, even those that aim to critique and 
undo racial advantage. (Leonardo and Porter 2010: 140)

Prioritising the growth and progression of people of colour means dis-
closing to white colleagues when they are complicit in racist acts, which 
is seldom welcomed. It also means revealing that they, as whites, are 
racial beings (a fact which they know but seldom publicly acknowl-
edge) implicated within and benefiting from the nature of a racially 
ordered society (Leonardo 2009). Most whites react against such revela-
tions through actions such as denial, tears, guilt, defensiveness or anger 
(Picower 2009; Yoshinaga-Itano 2006). There are moments during my 
career where, drawing on research evidence, I have spoken truth about 
the experiences of people of colour and have been publicly shouted 
down, positioned as “challenging” or, patronisingly, as being “refresh-
ingly frank”. For as Ahmed (2009) reminds us:

To speak of racism [within universities] is to introduce bad feeling. It is 
to hurt not just the organisation, re-imagined as a subject with feelings, 
but also the subjects who identify with the organisation, the ‘good white 
diversity’ subjects, to whom we are supposed to be grateful. (p. 46)
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This is precisely because such words are viewed as a disruption to the 
dominant narrative in which whiteness is supposed to remain invisible 
and where people of colour are pathologised and positioned as inher-
ently deficient and responsible for their own lack of progression. The 
unnamed requirement is that those working in the field of race equal-
ity collude with this norm or at least do not disrupt it and make white 
colleagues uncomfortable. As Leonardo and Porter (2009: 139) state 
“…pedagogies that tackle racial power will be most uncomfortable for 
those who benefit from that power”.

As such, honest race conversation between whites and people of 
colour remains marred with difficulty. The two groups begin from 
fundamentally different starting points, investments and aspirations. 
However, Leonardo (2009) warns against coming to the conclusion that 
because whites evade, deny and fight against genuine racial analysis of 
education, they simply lack knowledge about race. For to think thus, 
would mean being seduced by the idea that acquiring knowledge via 
a few hours of ‘unconscious bias’ training (currently a la mode in UK 
higher education institutions) or a one-off invited session with a race 
expert will be sufficient to enable white colleagues to begin to move 
beyond whiteness and commit, genuinely, to the racial justice project. 
It would mean that once educated—once made race conscious—whites 
will set about proffering analyses and implementing initiatives that truly 
equate to equity for people of colour. Such radical acts are rare.

The Tale of the Emperor’s New Clothes or, Racial 
Gesture Politics and the Myth of Race Equity 
in Higher Education

Many years ago, I was assigned a mentor—an older white female aca-
demic—as part of a university programme to support the development 
of junior Black and Minority Ethnic staff.2 During our first meeting,  

2I have long had reservations about the blanket, unquestioned use of mentoring programmes 
in higher education because they are often predicated on the notion that the mentee is lacking 
is some way and are seldom accompanied by wider imperatives for institutional or structural 
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in a local coffee shop, my new mentor asked about my professional 
aspirations. I liked academia I said, however, I was struck by the fact 
that there were only (at that point) 17 Black female professors across 
the entire sector. ‘Oh’ she said, ‘you mustn’t let that dissuade you or get 
you down’. In thinking that the figures could have only served to dis-
incentivise me, she missed my point. My actual thinking was, if there 
are just 17 Black female Professors across the entire UK, what had their 
specific barriers to progression been and how might I too learn to nav-
igate them? Later, sat before my computer in my office, I reflected that 
despite her well meaning, I did not want to do the work of educating 
my mentor about my views on success and survival as a woman of col-
our. I sent her an email to thank her for her time, making the excuse 
that mentoring was something about which I needed to give further 
thought and to which I might return in the future.

Since then, I have become increasingly interested in and  concerned 
by the ways in which institutions respond to and engage with race and 
the issues raised by staff, students and faculty of colour. Of course, the  
first point to note is that within the current sociopolitical context, it is 
unusual to name race, racism or racial injustice so explicitly. Such lan-
guage is politely subsumed within palatable umbrella terms such as 
 equality, diversity, inclusion or, the clumsy all-encompassing acro-
nym BAME (Black, Asian and minority ethnic). Race or racism is  
seldom named or foregrounded thus serving to maintain a racially san-
itised norm which benefits whites and marginalises faculty, staff and 
 students of colour. In this context, attempts to explicitly name or fore-
ground race and racism are silenced or reworked and rebranded in an 
effort to preserve the institutional image as neutral, colourblind and 
 progressive. These acts of brand management do not challenge whiteness 
rather are preoccupied only with protecting it whether through inad-
equate forms of action or, as with the senior colleagues in the scenario 
above, inaction and avoidance.

change. The notion of sponsorship, where the sponsor facilitates introductions to key individuals, 
share potential networking and job opportunities, is infinitely more attractive (Schwabel 2013) 
and aligns with research which demonstrates the powerful role that social and cultural capital 
plays in facilitating social mobility (e.g. see Ball 2003; Bourdieu 1986).
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Ahmed’s (2012) research examining engagement with racism and 
diversity in higher education institutions is relevant here. In one exam-
ple, she describes how an anonymous college responded to newspaper 
coverage revealing that international students had experienced rac-
ist attacks on campus and, their complaint that the college lacked any 
means for dealing with such incidents:

The college spokeswoman said, “This could not be further from the truth. 
The college prides itself on its levels of pastoral care”. (p. 144)

In analysing this response, Ahmed makes the following observation:

The response [of the college] not only contradicts the students’ claims (…) 
but also promotes or asserts the good will of the college. (…) Pastoral care 
is tied to an organizational ideal as being good: we do not have a problem 
(with racism, with responding to those who experience racism?) because we 
care for these students. The response to a complaint about racism and how 
the college handles the complaint thus takes the form of an assertion of 
organizational pride (…) The response to the complaint enacts the very prob-
lem that the complaint is about. (p. 144, emphasis added)

I noted similar processes at work during my role as Chair of one of the 
Equality Challenge Unit’s panels assessing university submissions for the 
race equality charter. The charter exists to support the success and pro-
gression of Black and Minority Ethnic staff and students. Universities 
who were not successful in receiving an award tended to be those who 
were unable to offer, for example, a coherent account of staff and stu-
dent experience in their institution. They also tended to view the process 
as a public relations’ exercise, downplaying or attempting to gloss over 
inconsistencies rather honestly proposing how they might address them 
(Herbert 2016; Rollock 2016). By contrast, those institutions that did 
well were able to provide a clear narrative—irrespective of how revealing 
this was of their own failings—about the experiences of their staff, faculty 
and students of colour and could describe their plans to facilitate change.

So what are universities actually doing when confronted by data on 
race inequality? The following semi-fictional scenarios, again drawn from 
different sources, give some insight.
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Scenario 2

A faculty within a large university carries out research to determine how 
many staff are from Black and Minority Ethnic backgrounds and their 
level of seniority. There are just five such staff and none is at Reader or 
Professorial level. The faculty compares its figures to other faculties in 
the same university and finds fewer Black and Minority Ethnic staff in 
each. It congratulates itself on standing heads and shoulders above other 
departments and concludes that it does not need to take any action to 
address the representation of these staff.

Scenario 3

A university finds that over a five-year period, Black and Minority Ethnic 
staff are more likely to leave or take up voluntary redundancy compared 
with their white counterparts. The institution explains this by saying that 
it has a global workforce and no workforce is static. When questioned 
specifically about the racial disparity, it argues that it has equality policies 
in place and all staff are treated equally.

What should be apparent in each case is the shallowness of strategies 
allegedly implemented to address racial disparities. These “performative 
contradictions” (Ahmed 2012: 144) may give the appearance of engag-
ing seriously with race but in fact are no more than what I term racial 
gesture politics, i.e.:

Racial gesture politics refers to (individual or collective) words, policies or 
behaviours, which ostensibly address racial disparities but in reality main-
tain a racially inequitable status quo.

If we accept that racial gesture politics persist as the norm in higher 
education institutions (and indeed elsewhere) despite evidence from 
experts that their conceptual and analytical framework is problematic 
and in some cases regressive, then we must obviously question whether 
the intention to change is genuine and whether, and indeed how, the 
racial justice project might actually be realised.
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Beyond White Dominance

In 2008, I was commissioned by Runnymede (a UK-based race equality 
thinktank) to carry out the first independent review to assess whether 
the Government had met the criminal justice recommendations of 
the Lawrence Inquiry3 (Rollock 2009). I carried out detailed second-
ary research, attended meetings at the Home Office, spoke with sen-
ior members within the police service, interviewed Stephen Lawrence’s 
mother Doreen, read and analysed a substantial body of academic, 
 government, and think-tank literature which had been published dur-
ing the preceding 10 years. I found that the majority of the Inquiry  
recommendations had been met or were well on their way to being 
achieved. However, there were two recommendations—one relating to 
racial disproportionality in stop and search and, the other to the rep-
resentation and retention of Black and Minority Ethnic officers—where 
there had been relatively little progress. I was surprised. After all, this 
was a period in recent British history where the term institutional rac-
ism had gained traction within print and broadcast media and, wider 
public and political consciousness. This was a period characterised by 
the fast-tracked implementation of the Race Relations (Amendment)  
Act 2000. This was a period where, under the Act, public bodies had 
to demonstrate how they were promoting equal opportunities and good 
relations between different ethnic groups. Funding was made avail-
able for conferences, training schemes, for new posts and projects that 
centred explicitly on advancing race equality. It seemed that race was 
finally on the political agenda. Yet despite this, my findings revealed 
that 10 years on disparities remained on the two key recommenda-
tions that focused on race and policing. It led to my posing different 
questions about my own understanding of racial justice: if unprece-
dented attention, commitment, resources and legislation had not made 
a difference to those recommendations, then what would and what  

3The Lawrence Inquiry was published in 1999. It was announced in 1997 by the Labour 
Government with a remit to investigate the circumstances (including failed police investiga-
tion) surrounding the racist murder of Black teenager Stephen Lawrence (see Macpherson 1999; 
Rollock 2009). For a summary timeline of events stemming from his murder in 1993 see http://
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-26465916.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-26465916
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-26465916
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were the actual barriers to change? I concluded that while considerable 
effort had been made to address racial disparities and improve the expe-
riences and outcomes of Black and Minority Ethnic groups, there had 
been relatively little attention paid to exploring and challenging the atti-
tudes, beliefs and practices of those in positions of power or to under-
standing how those positioned at the top of the racial hierarchy benefit 
from being there. In other words, while some important changes had 
been made to the script (to continue Carbado and Gulati’s analogy), the 
scriptwriters essentially remained the same and remained unchallenged 
in their practice and the culture they perpetuated.

In returning attention to higher education, there remains a sense in 
which students, staff and faculty of colour must depend on the white 
majority for their eventual (possible) understanding and commitment 
to improving race outcomes. Yet if whites benefit from the current racial 
order then we must ask whether the changes we demand from our places 
at the margins, are likely to be forthcoming. Indeed, in knowing and 
accepting this, we must also ask how we as students and faculty of  colour 
might move to a more humanising existence beyond merely hoping that 
whites might relinquish their privilege and power. It is in this context that 
campaigns such as #RhodesMustFall4 must be understood. To position 
the campaign, as some have,5 as merely focused on the removal of a sin-
gle statue at the University of Oxford (albeit of an individual profoundly 
associated with the oppression of people of colour) is to miss the point of 
the students’ and activists’ demands (Espinoza 2016). Collective action, 
agency and self-determination serve as the bedrock of a movement which 
stipulates that the curriculum in its very broadest sense (i.e. taught provi-
sion, campus landscape, institutional culture, representation of staff and  

4The #RhodesMustFall campaign began, in 2015, at the University of Cape Town, South Africa. 
Stimulated by the actions of Chumani Maxwele (who threw faeces on the statue of British colo-
nialist Cecil Rhodes located on the campus), Black students demanded greater representation of 
a history and individuals that spoke to their Black African experiences. Their actions were later 
followed by campaigners at the University of Oxford, England, https://www.theguardian.com/
news/2015/nov/18/why-south-african-students-have-turned-on-their-parents-generation.
5Lord Patten, the Chancellor of the University of Oxford (where the statue is located) dismissed 
the actions of the campaigners, announcing on a primetime BBC news programme that students 
who did not like the presence of the statue should study elsewhere (Espinoza 2016).

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/nov/18/why-south-african-students-have-turned-on-their-parents-generation
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2015/nov/18/why-south-african-students-have-turned-on-their-parents-generation
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faculty of colour) is not simply diversified by the addition, for example, 
of a few more faculty or students of colour (an act of racial gesture pol-
itics) but instead is decolonized. In other words, that white structures, 
policies and decision-making processes are deconstructed and funda-
mentally reworked with principles of racial equity at the core (Olusoga 
2016; Rhodes Must Fall Community Facebook page, undated). In the 
decolonised institution, whites are cognizant of the ways in which they 
have facilitated racial injustice; low expectations of faculty and students 
of colour are challenged and penalised; whistle-blowing policies exist to 
root out and eradicate racial microaggressions. Racial justice is a named, 
embedded and enacted normality of institutional life.

In closing, I return to the scholarship of Derrick Bell (1992). He 
invites us to embrace a ‘both, and’ positioning with regard to the racial 
justice project. On one hand we must accept the permanence and futil-
ity of racism—my experiences carrying out the research for the Stephen 
Lawrence Inquiry 10 Years On report were formative in this regard—and 
at the same time, we become empowered from the very knowledge of its 
permanence.6 It is with this knowledge that we can begin to pay greater 
attention to how we might forge a healthy existence within the ‘racial 
fantasyland’ (Mills 1997: 18) of higher education as well as continue to 
challenge and deconstruct the racially unjust status quo.
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Diversity work is work. This statement is an important starting point 
because diversity work is often not visible let alone valued as work. In 
this chapter I am thinking of diversity work in two senses. Diversity 
work is the work we do when we aim to transform institutions, often 
by trying to open them up to populations that have hitherto been 
excluded. Diversity work is also the work we do when we do not quite 
inhabit the norms of an institution. These two senses often meet in a 
body: those who do not quite inhabit the norms of an institution are 
often given the task of transforming these norms. Women of colour 
tend to be diversity workers in both senses. We find ourselves members 
of diversity committees and equality task forces. As women we might 
be asked to be on ATHENA SWAN committees working on gender 
equality. As people of colour, we find ourselves on race equality task 
forces, and BME staff networks. We also have work to do because we 
do not inhabit the norms of the institution. If you are a diversity worker  
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in both senses, however, the both tends to be obscured, as if ‘doing 
diversity’ is just about ‘being diversity,’ as if being is all we have to do. 
For diversity workers, being is never ‘just being,’ there is much you have 
to do to be.

We can start here: with the work we have to do to be. We know so 
much about institutions from trying to transform them. We know so 
much about institutions because they have not been built to accommo-
date us. As I will explain in due course, we often end up ‘rocking the 
boat’ just by turning up or by speaking up. In this chapter I draw on 
my experiences as a woman of colour academic. My inspirations include 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty (2003), M. Jacqui Alexander (2006), and 
Heidi Mirza (2015) who offer powerful critiques of uses of diversity 
within the academy as a way of building feminist of colour and Black 
feminist counter-institutional knowledge. I am also inspired by the 
monumental collection, Presumed Incompetent: The Intersections of Race 
and Class for Women in Academia (Muhs et al. 2012), which by  offering 
reflections by women of colour students and faculty on their experi-
ences within the academy gives us important new insights into how the 
academy works. I will be sharing some data I collected as a member of a 
team working on diversity and leadership during 2002–2004 including 
interviews with diversity practitioners and diversity leaders or manag-
ers, which I first presented in my book On Being Included: Racism and 
Diversity in Institutional Life (2012) and then again in the middle sec-
tion of Living a Feminist Life (2017). I will also be sharing some of my 
own experiences as a diversity worker including my experiences of chal-
lenging institutional whiteness and institutional racism as well as, more 
recently, my participation in an effort to challenge sexual harassment as 
an institutional problem.

I used to think I was generating data on diversity work. I have come 
to realise that diversity work generates its own data. I have been collect-
ing stories of diversity and equality within universities since my arrival 
within universities. And I would even claim that women of colour are 
ethnographers of universities; we are participating, yes, but we are also 
observing, often because we are assumed not to belong or reside in the 
places we end up.
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Being Diversity

Universities often describe their missions by drawing on the languages 
of diversity as well as equality. But using the language does not translate 
into creating diverse or equal environments. Commitments might even 
be made because they do not bring something about. I have called this 
dynamic non-performativity: when something is named without coming 
into effect or when something is named in order not to being some-
thing in effect.

Equality and diversity can be used to create the appearance of being 
transformed. What are the consequences of how diversity becomes an 
appearance? In her important book Space Invaders, Nirmal Puwar notes 
how ‘in policy terms, diversity has overwhelmingly come to mean the 
inclusion of people who look different’ (2004: 1). Some of us come to 
embody diversity; we appear different, because of whom we are not, 
which means we allow an organisation to appear different. For women 
of colour this means that we often come to embody the promise of 
inclusion within universities. To embody a promise requires labour. 
I still remember when we began our research project on diversity, 
how the organisation that funded us kept wanting to photograph us 
(for further discussion see Ahmed 2012). We were the only team that 
included women of colour. By representing us they could represent 
themselves as being more diverse than they were. Being a happy sym-
bol of diversity can be hard work, especially if your experiences of the 
organisation are not happy. The smile you provide masks more than 
organisational failure; it can also mask your own experience of that 
failure.

Creating the appearance of diversity can become an official pol-
icy. In one interview with staff from a Human Resources department 
of an elite university, we discussed a research project they had recently 
commissioned into how external communities perceived their uni-
versity. This data is typically called perception data; many organisa-
tions collected such data in the period that immediately followed the 
Race Relations Amendment Act (2000), often as an explicit strategy in 
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developing their new race equality policies.1 In this case the research 
findings were that the university was perceived as ‘white’ as well as 
‘male dominated.’ The response from human resources was to identify 
the perception as wrong, and to suggest they needed to ‘correct the per-
ception.’ Diversity becomes about changing images of whiteness rather 
than changing the whiteness of organisations. In practice, changing the 
image of the organisation as ‘white’ as well as ‘male dominated’ means 
that women of colour within organisations have to be pictured more. 
We know the picture: those happy smiling colourful faces that are 
instantly recognisable as images of diversity. That this work of repictur-
ing an organisation falls unevenly on those who inhabit organisations 
is very important. The further away you are from the norm the more you 
have to appear. It might be assumed that being a symbol of diversity, 
being diversity, does not require doing very much at all. But being a 
symbol of an organisation is how you end up working for an organisa-
tion by enabling it to appear in a way that is not consistent with how 
you experience the organisation.

Diversity then often creates a happy impression; it is how an organ-
isation appears welcoming to those who appear different by drawing 
upon those who appear different. Diversity can appear as an invitation, 
an open door, translated into a tagline: minorities welcome! Come in, 
come in. To be welcomed is to be positioned as not yet part, a guest 
or stranger, the one who is dependent on being welcomed, the one 
whose arrival is conditional on the will of those who are already here 
(the word welcome, a ‘friendly greeting,’ derives from will, ‘one whose 
coming suits another’s will’). Even when diversity appears as will, as a 
welcome given to those who embody diversity, it does not mean they 
expect us to turn up. What happens when a person of colour turns up? 
Oh how noticeable we are in the sea of whiteness. Here is one account: 
‘When I enter the room there is shock on peoples’ faces because they 

1This is important. Many public sector organisations (including councils and hospitals as well as 
universities) completed intensive research projects into how local ethnic minority communities 
perceived them in the aftermath of the RRAA (2000). Research into race inequality can create 
race inequality as some communities are required to give more of their time and energy than 
others.
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are expecting a white person to come in. I pretend not to recognise it. 
But in the interview there is unease because they were not expecting 
someone like me to turn up. So it is hard and uncomfortable and I can 
tell that they are uneasy and restless because of the way they fiddle and 
twitch around with their pens and their looks. They are uncomforta-
ble because they were not expecting me—perhaps they would not have 
invited me if they knew l was Black and of course l am very uncom-
fortable. l am wondering whether they are entertaining any prejudice 
against me.’ They are not expecting you. Discomfort involves this fail-
ure to fit. A restlessness and uneasiness, a fidgeting and twitching, is a 
bodily registering of an unexpected arrival. I pretend not to recognise it: 
diversity work can be the effort not to notice the bother caused by your 
own arrival. There is pretense involved; this is not about pretending to 
be something you are not but pretending not to notice that you are not 
what they expect.

Not fulfilling an expectation is often how we learn about expecta-
tions. Or maybe once they have appointed one person, they feel they 
have done enough. I remember one time a woman of colour was being 
considered for a job in my department. Someone said in a departmental 
meeting with concern, ‘but we already have Sara,’ is if having one of us 
was more than enough; as if we replicated each other. There was a mur-
mured consensus that she would not provide anything different from 
what was already provided by me. Diversity: how we become provid-
ers. There was no such concern about other areas; there was no concern 
that having more than one white man doing political economy would 
be a replication of what we already had, for instance. Concern; no con-
cern; how things stay the same by seeing others as the same. When you 
embody diversity, you fulfil a policy commitment. Your body becomes a 
performance indicator. You become a tick in a box; you tick their boxes. 
By being a tick it is then as if they have nothing left to do once they 
have hired you. But you have more to do when there is only one of you.

If your appointment becomes a form of compliance, a means by 
which an organisation can say it has done enough, you can end up feel-
ing that you are fulfilling someone else’s agenda. You can end up being 
perceived as somebody who has only arrived because she brings diver-
sity. When you are not who usually appears, you can seem not at home 
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or not quite at home; the one who is a stranger. In my earlier work  
I explored how a stranger often appears as a body out of place; as the 
one whose arrival is noticeable (Ahmed 2000). Only some arrivals 
appear as arrivals; to be at home as to appear as if you were always here. 
We can become strangers within universities, even when we have been 
here for some time.

Diversity work: a catalogue of incidents. We are at a departmental 
meeting with incoming students. We are all talking about our own 
courses, one after the other, each coming up to the podium. Someone 
is chairing, introducing each of us in turn. She says, this is Professor 
so-and-so. This is Professor such-and-such. On this particular occasion, 
I happen to be the only female professor, and the only professor of col-
our in the room (the latter was not surprising because at the time I was 
the only professor of colour in the department). When it is my turn to 
come up, the Chair says: ‘This is Sara’. I am the only professor intro-
duced without using the title professor. What do you do? What to do? 
Diversity work is how we fill this gap or hesitation. If you ask to be 
referred to by the proper name, you are insisting on being given what 
was simply given to others; not only that, you are heard as insistent, as 
or even for that matter as self-promotional (as insisting on your dues). 
Maybe some have to be self-promotional because others are promoted 
by virtue of their membership of a social group. Not only do you have 
to become insistent in order to receive what was automatically given to 
the others; but your insistence confirms the improper nature of your 
residence. We do not tend to notice the assistance given to those whose 
residence is assumed. An assumption is assistance.

We have to fight against ideas and expectations about how academics 
appear. You walk into a lecture room with a white male professor. You 
feel the gaze land on him; you recede into the background, perhaps they 
assume you are his assistant. You have to work just to appear as a lecturer, 
an academic, a professor. We are returning to my starting point: diversity 
work is work. There is so much assistance we do not receive because our 
residence is not assumed. When we are included it is as if we have been 
‘given’ something special; if they arrive on merit (that fantasy of arrival 
that transforms structural advantage into individual achievement), we 
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arrive through diversity. And then: we are expected to be grateful for the 
good fortune of our arrival. So happiness becomes not only how we must 
appear, but how we must narrate the very terms of our inclusion.

What does this ‘must’ mean in practice? One time after giving 
a talk on whiteness, a white male professor in the audience said, ‘but 
you’re a professor!’ You can hear the implication of this but: but look 
at you Professor Ahmed, look how far you have gone! How easily we 
can become poster children for diversity, how easily we can be held up 
as proof that women of colour are not held up. It is as if by virtue of 
our own arrival, we bring whiteness to an end. When women of col-
our become professors this is not the only kind of reaction we receive, 
from white male professors or from others. Heidi Mirza describes 
another kind of reaction: “a white male professor leaned into me at the 
celebration drinks and whispered bitterly in my ear, ‘Well they are giv-
ing Chairs to anyone for anything these days’” (Mirza 2017: 43). These 
seem to be quite different reactions to the woman of colour professor, 
affectively and otherwise. In the first, the singular brown body becom-
ing shiny happy evidence of inclusion. In the second, when a brown 
body arrives, her body is not elevated as value. She comes to embody 
the loss of value: when she can be a professor, anybody can. Different 
reactions can share a premise. In both cases diversity becomes a fiction: 
it is how whiteness is anxiously celebrated (as inclusive) or how white-
ness is bitterly mourned (as loss).

Another time, I was at a reception. A white male professor (who was 
also a senior manager) came up to me, and asked me very crossly why 
I was always ‘going on’ about being a feminist killjoy. He murmured 
something about there being lots of women in senior management at 
the college. The implication was: there was nothing to complain about; 
we should be happy and grateful for the support given to our own pro-
gression. The same manager was also overheard complaining about stu-
dents who were complaining about sexual harassment. I will return to 
complaint in the next section; but we can just note here how feminist 
complaint becomes a form of institutional disloyalty. You are not being 
affected in the right way. Not be happy and positive is to become diffi-
cult; to become a problem. You are not doing diversity in the right way.



338     S. Ahmed

You are not doing diversity in the right way: this sentence is a 
 judgement that has consequences. We learn about diversity by learning 
these consequences. Being diversity means not doing diversity in some 
ways. You are supposed to be compliant, manageable, before you can 
become a manager. One woman of colour manager describes the nar-
rowness of the requirements are:

I think with a person of colour there’s always a question of what’s this 
woman is going to turn out like… they’re nervous about appointing peo-
ple of colour into senior positions….Because if I went in my Sari and 
wanted prayer time off and started rocking the boat and being a bit dif-
ferent and asserting my kind of culture I’m sure they’d take it differently.

Some forms of difference are heard as assertive, as ‘rocking the boat,’ 
as if you are only different because you are insistent on being different. 
The pressure not to ‘assert your culture’ is lived as a demand to pass or 
to integrate. Note how this pressure can be affective: you experience the 
potential nervousness as a threat; you try and avoid the nervous glance 
by not fulfilling its expectation. Maybe you don’t wear a sari; you don’t 
want prayer time off, and so on. Or maybe if you do these things, 
because not doing them is not an option, then you find others ways of 
not rocking the boat. I have called this labour of not rocking the boat 
institutional passing. Institutional passing would then include the work 
you do to pass through by passing out of an expectation: you try not to 
be the angry woman of colour, the trouble maker, that difficult person. 
You have to demonstrate that you are willing to ease the burden of your 
own difference.

Doing Diversity

When women of colour enter the institutions of whiteness we become 
symbols of diversity. And we have to do diversity as well as be diver-
sity. Sometimes we do diversity because we are expected to do so, 
as I suggested in my introduction; as if doing follows being. But we 
also do diversity because of our commitments to gender equality and  
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race equality. We do diversity, because we experience the gap between 
symbolic commitments to diversity and what is going on. We come up 
against walls. Diversity work could be described as a ‘banging your head 
against a brick wall job,’ to quote from one practitioner I interviewed. 
To those who don’t come up against it, a wall does not appear: a univer-
sity might be experienced as happy as its mission statement, as willing as 
its equality statement. If a wall does not appear, but we talk about walls, 
it can appear that we are making it up; as if the barriers we come up 
against are just a fault of our own perception, as if we are the ones who 
are in the way of our own inclusion. To talk about walls in this way is 
to refuse to be diversity in the right way; it is to refuse to become happy 
symbols of inclusion.

You can rock the boat by talking about how you can rock the boat. 
Even talking about power within organisations means you are encoun-
tered as difficult, willful and obtrusive. Black feminism and feminism 
of colour involves, for me, a certain kind of stance: we are willing to 
rock the boat. Being willing to rock the boat means being willing to be 
willful. Willfulness becomes a collective psychic and political resource. 
Alice Walker describes a ‘womanist’ in the following way: ‘A black fem-
inist or feminist of color… Usually referring to outrageous, audacious, 
courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in greater 
depth than is considered ‘good’ for one… Responsible. In charge. 
Serious ’ (2005: xi, emphases in original). Alice Walker suggests here that 
the word willful conveys what being a Black feminist or feminist of col-
our is all about. As Black feminists and feminists of colour we might 
acquire certain qualities because of what we have to fight against. The 
very behaviours that are dismissed as weakness or immaturity become 
not only strengths but signs of not being willing to be subordinate. We 
are willing to rock the boat, that boat is whiteness: reproduced by being 
held steady.

Trying to steady a ship, to stop a rocky motion, can be how so much 
is concealed about the institutions that employ us. More recently I have 
been involved in a project of trying to challenge sexual harassment as 
an institutional problem. I supported students in testifying in multi-
ple enquiries into sexual harassment at the college at which I worked. 
Eventually this work led to my own resignation: I became exhausted by 
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how much it had taken not to get very far. I shared the reasons for my 
resignation on my blog, which was effectively the first time anyone had 
referred in public to what had been going on.2 I will address the sig-
nificance of being the ‘leak’ in due course. But note that as a woman 
of colour professor I have now unbecome a professor. Maybe stories 
of women of colour becoming professors need to be supplemented by 
unbecoming stories!

I would argue that how I ended up doing this work was a conse-
quence of my position and stance as a feminist of colour. As women 
academics we often end up being the ones who listen to students espe-
cially when they come to our offices with stories of harassment and 
abuse; pastoral care is more often relegated to women. We are willing to 
hear. But while white feminism might prioritise the issue of sexual har-
assment at the level of supporting students with pastoral care, given the 
emphasis on women’s career progression, other issues such as the com-
plicity of an organisation in enabling harassment are less likely to be 
dealt with. White feminism as an approach seemed to be about working 
within the framework offered by the organisation; with an emphasis on 
dealing with the problem ‘in house,’ and with a concern about protect-
ing the organisation’s reputation from potential or anticipated damage. 
This is another version of ‘not rocking the boat’.

It is important for me to qualify here what I mean by ‘white femi-
nism.’ I do not mean simply the feminism produced by white women, 
though ‘white feminism’ does refer to the feminism which assumes white 
women’s experiences as the norm (see Lorde 1984). I am trying to sug-
gest that ‘white feminism’ can also summarise a relation to an organi-
sation. Whiteness itself could be understood here as an aspirational; as 
what you are supposed to aspire to be, as how you would move up the 
organisation. So ‘white feminism’ is a way of thinking about how liberal  

2In May 2016, I wrote a blog explaining the reasons for my resignation (https://feministkilljoys.
com/2016/05/30/resignation/). The story was then picked up by the mainstream press. The col-
lege’s initial response was damage limitation. I would argue that diversity often takes form as 
damage limitation. The response made reference to events we had organised under the auspices of 
the Centre of Feminist Research because they were not addressing the problem as evidence that it 
was addressing the problem.

https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/05/30/resignation/
https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/05/30/resignation/
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feminism has a racial dynamic: how an emphasis on being included in 
existing structures, on being promoted within those structures, leaves the 
structures in place, including whiteness itself as a structure. Moving up 
becomes not only a vertical promise, but a system that reinforces exist-
ing ideas of agency: Black and brown women become the ones who are 
‘helped up’ the ladder by white women. Advancement of individual 
women also becomes understood as the advancement of gender equality.3 
Many of the barriers faced by women of colour are racial barriers: this is 
the point of the intersection (Crenshaw 1989). White feminism might 
also refer to the technologies which transform ‘gender equality,’ into 
something that an organisation can be judged as doing well. At the same 
time that we were campaigning to get the college to take sexual harass-
ment and sexual misconduct more seriously, members of the college were 
applying for an ATHENA Swan award. We need to learn from the fact 
that it is possible to have an institutional problem with sexual harassment 
and sexual misconduct and receive an award for gender equality.

I am not dismissing this kind of feminist work as mere institutional 
complicity by any means. There can be strategic benefits to working 
in such a way: you are more likely to sit on meetings which influence 
the direction of policy if you talk about gender equality as an organ-
isational achievement. But there are risks: you are also less likely to 
speak out about what is deemed potentially damaging to the organisa-
tion’s reputation. Indeed I learnt from the fact that some of the most 
critical responses to my act of speaking out came from white feminists. 
I was called by one ‘unprofessional,’ and my actions ‘rash.’ I think it 
is worth noting here how professional norms of conduct are so often 
about ‘keeping a lid on it’. Silence becomes loyalty. Sexual harassment is 
treated even by professional feminists as dirty laundry: what should not 
be aired in public. We might need to become unprofessional feminists 
and let it all out.

On reflection it was my own experience of diversity work that led 
to me to realise that working ‘in house’ would not transform the mas-
ter’s house. The research I had previously done on racism and diversity 

3See http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/equality-charters/athena-swan/
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within universities became home work for what was to come. It allowed 
me to be more attuned to the students’ experience of the role of the 
organisation (and not just individuals) in perpetuating a culture of har-
assment; and it allowed me to diagnose and challenge the institutional 
response as a means by which the institution was being reproduced. In 
On Being Included, I discuss how ‘she becomes a problem because she 
keeps exposing a problem’ (2012: 63). I also discussed how the work we 
did to address race inequality was used as evidence of race equality. In 
trying to address the problem of sexual harassment as an institutional 
problem, we became a problem all over again. And the work we did to 
challenge the problem of how the organisation was not addressing the 
problem was used by the organisation as evidence they were addressing 
the problem.

When you speak out about harassment publicly which I eventually 
did, you are treated as a leak: drip, drip. The organisational response is 
to treat you as the cause of the damage. They try to mop up the spillage, 
and make use of happy diversity to do so; they put shiny new policies 
in place; fill holes left by departures without any reference to what went 
on before; they talk of their commitment, how they do not ‘tolerate’ the 
kind of behaviour even when it has been revealed as having gone on for 
years. Non performativity functions as a mechanism, again.

Doing this work on sexual harassment has led me to a new project 
that I have only just begun on complaint. I am interested in exploring 
how those who make complaints, or try to make complaints, about 
racism, sexual harassment and bullying within institutions are treated. 
Complaint is another form of diversity work. The very first testimony  
I collected made use of the expression ‘rocking the boat,’ that had come 
up so much earlier in my research into racism and diversity. Let me 
share with you how this expression came up:

I was repeatedly told that ‘rocking the boat’ or ‘making waves’ would 
affect my career in the future and that I would ruin the department for 
everyone else. I was told if I did put in a complaint I would never be 
able to work in the university and that is was likely I wouldn’t get a job 
elsewhere.
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Here complaining becomes a form of self-damage as well as damage to 
others, ruining a department no less. This student goes onto to describe 
how the pressure not to complain is exerted: ‘In just one day I was sub-
jected to eight hours of gruelling meetings and questioning, almost 
designed to break me and stop me from taking the complaint any fur-
ther. We were subjected to an aggressive two hour long meeting with 
the head of department who repeatedly told us we needed to laugh it 
off ’. The suggestion to ‘laugh it off’ is a call for the very compliance that 
enables the harassment to be reproduced. If diversity work is a banging 
your head against a brick wall job, then a wall can be what comes down 
on you like a ton of bricks. The word harass derives from the French 
harasser ‘tire out, vex’. Those who complain about harassment are har-
assed. Harassment is how someone is stopped or almost stopped by 
being worn down. This is how power often works: you don’t have to 
stop people from doing something; you just make it harder for them to 
do something.

We can place these two uses of the expression ‘rocking the boat,’ 
alongside each other. They throw light on each other. Sometimes you 
rock the boat just because of how you are perceived to be; any differ-
ence is registered as trying to destabilise things, to stop things from 
being as they are. Not rocking the boat is about minimising the signs 
of difference, that labour I referred to earlier as institutional passing. 
Complaints about harassment are also registered as ‘rocking the boat.’ 
These uses can be related. Difference from something is heard as a com-
plaint about something whether or not it is. We can summarise this as a 
finding: difference as complaint. And then making a complaint is framed 
as a failure of integration: as not being willing to put aside your differ-
ences, as a failure to love, a professor say, or a centre, or a college, who 
are aligned as the ones who are hurt.

The ones who are hurt: we are learning here about how injury 
is deflected by being seen as directed. In On Being Included (2012)  
I noted how racism is often treated as an injury to an organisation’s 
reputation for being diverse. Racism even becomes an injury to white-
ness. Sexism is often framed as an injury to an organisation’s reputation 
for being good at gender equality. Sexism becomes an injury to men.  
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For women of colour, racism and sexism intersect in our everyday 
 experiences, as well as our experiences of institutional life. The point 
of this intersection matters. By pointing racism and sexism out, we 
become the source of injury at least twice; double the trouble. If speak-
ing about racism and sexism damages the institution, we need to cause 
damage. And the institutional response takes the form of damage limi-
tation. I would argue that this is how diversity often takes institutional 
form: damage limitation.

We are also learning how integration, that heavy word, so often 
raised up as a national ideal, is lived as a requirement to steady the ship, 
to smooth things out, to cover things over; it is about what you cannot 
say, do, be in order to stay put. The expression ‘rocking the boat,’ refers 
not only to those who cause disruption, but implies those who cause 
disruption are doing so with malicious intent, as if you are just trying to 
make things harder for others. Speaking of racism is often heard as mak-
ing things harder for others.

I am speaking of racism in a seminar. A white woman comes up to 
me afterwards and puts her arm next to mine. We are almost the same 
colour, she says. No difference, no difference. You wouldn’t really know 
you were any different to me, she says. The very talk about racism 
becomes a fantasy that invents difference. She smiles, as if the proxim-
ity of our arms was evidence that the racism of which I was speaking 
was an invention, as if our arms told another story. She smiles, as if our 
arms are in a smooth seamless sympathy. I say nothing. Perhaps my arm 
speaks by withdrawing.

We can rock the boat by turning up. We can rock the boat by 
 speaking up. I am speaking to one of my interviewees—a woman of 
colour—about racism. It is the only such discussion I had in my for-
mal interviews, although it took place after the interview. We are talk-
ing of those little encounters, and their very big effects. It is ‘off tape’, 
we are just talking, recognising each other, as you do, in how we rec-
ognise racism in those everyday encounters you have with people who 
can’t handle it, the idea of it. She says, ‘They always say to me that you 
reduce everything to racism.’ This has been implied to me, and said to 
me, many times. Racism becomes your paranoia. Of course, it’s a way 
of saying that racism doesn’t really exist in the way you say it does.  
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As if we had to invent racism to explain our own feeling of exclusion,  
as if racism was our way of not being responsible for the places we do 
not or cannot go. It is a form of racism to say that racism does not exist. 
I think we know this.

But we keep on going on, we keep doing the work, using the word 
racism; we get so used to rocking the boat that we have learned to 
keep ourselves steady. And we collect more and more data. We col-
lect responses, often visceral alarmed responses to our bodies, our 
work. One time quite a while back in 1999 I was presenting a paper 
‘Embodying Strangers,’ in which I referred to Audre Lorde’s (1984) 
description, her quite extraordinary description, of racism on a New 
York subway. One white woman spoke in the question time with anger 
about how I hadn’t considered the white woman’s feelings as if this was 
some sort of neutral situation and that to account for it we have to give 
an account from each point of view. Racism becomes the requirement 
to think of racism with sympathy, racism as just another view; the racist 
as the one with feelings, too. I think she spoke with anger because she 
heard my speech as anger.

Pointing out racism within feminist spaces causes a special kind of 
difficulty, as if you are being mean or unkind; or as if you are depriving 
others of solidarity and connection. Another time, much later in 2011, I 
drew on bell hooks’ description of how feminists of colour seem to cause 
tension without saying anything. She gives us a scenario. I suspect she 
has been here many times, I have been there too, so I will share it again: 
‘a group of white feminist activists who do not know one another may 
be present at a meeting to discuss feminist theory. They may feel bonded 
on the basis of shared womanhood, but the atmosphere will noticeably 
change when a woman of colour enters the room. The white women will 
become tense, no longer relaxed, no longer celebratory’ (hooks 2000: 
56). It is not just that feelings are ‘in tension’, but that the tension is 
located somewhere: in being felt by some bodies, it is attributed as 
caused by another, who comes to be felt as apart from the group, as get-
ting in the way of its organic enjoyment and solidarity. The woman of 
colour is attributed as the cause of becoming tense, which is also the 
loss of a shared atmosphere (or we could say sharing the experience of 
loss is how the atmosphere is shared). As a woman of colour you do 
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not have to say anything to cause tension. When I drew on this quote 
from bell hooks more recently a white woman came up to me afterwards 
expressing not so much anger but hurt at hooks’ description, and at my 
uncritical use of hook’s description, for the implication that all white 
women make women of colour ‘the problem’. There was no ‘all’ used in 
the example, but this does not mean someone cannot hear the example 
as all. When that is all they can hear, they hear you as saying all. And in 
being heard as saying all, whatever you say, you became a problem, all 
over again.

When racism is understood as our creation, we become responsible for 
not bringing it into existence. The idea that race equality is a positive duty 
can thus translate very quickly into an institutional duty for Black and 
Minority Ethnic staff not to dwell on the ‘negative experiences’ of rac-
ism. The institutional duty is also what I have called a ‘happiness duty’ 
(Ahmed 2010, 2017). To use the language of racism is to risk not being 
heard. We do keep using the language of racism, whatever they so or 
they do. But keeping on using the language does not mean you can get 
the message through. As I pointed out one diversity workers talk about 
their institutional work is through the metaphor of the brick wall. Anti-
racist work can feel like banging your head against the brick wall. The 
wall keeps its place, so it is you that gets sore. Being and doing diversity 
can mean becoming a sore point, but the soreness of that point is either 
hidden from their view (if we go along with the happiness of the image, 
which sometimes we ‘do do’) or attributed to us (as if we talk about 
walls because we are sore).

Conclusion: Support Systems

It can be difficult to rock the boat, however much we become used to 
steadying ourselves, or however much we become used to living with 
a rocky motion. And feminism of colour matters within higher educa-
tion as a resource to draw upon, so that when we do rock the boat, we 
do not feel all alone. I still remember when I first met Heidi Mirza and 
became part of a collection, Black British Feminism, published 20 years 
ago in 1997. Becoming part of that collection was a life-line. It helped 
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us to find each other. Sometimes we can miss each other in the sea of 
whiteness, despite how it might appear that we stand out. Once we find 
each other so much else becomes possible. You get to share wall sto-
ries. It is so important to share these stories, of coming up against the 
same things. Our frustration is a historical record. To share your expe-
rience of walls does not bring the wall down, but it does help you to 
keep going. We need to become each other’s support system. There is 
so much assistance given to those who residence is assumed, as I have 
noted. We have to work with each other to navigate institutions whose 
hostility is masked by diversity: who want our smiling faces rather than 
our beings, who want us only insofar as we are accommodating. We cite 
each other; we bring each other into existence.4

Just by refusing to be quite so accommodating we are rocking the 
boat. We can turn how we are perceived as being into what we are com-
mitted to doing. If you think we rock the boat, we rock the boat. Who 
knows what we might yet throw up!
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Introduction

The UK Equality Act1 (2010) stipulates that education institutions 
should take account of race equality in their employment procedures 
and processes. I was prompted to explore the Equality Act as an instru-
ment of employment in terms of how it influences and/or assists higher 
education institutions in promoting race equality in university academic 
leadership positions by a comment I received from a White governor 
of a higher education institution, who in questioning my job title and 
role at a university graduation said: ‘You do not look like a profes-
sor’. In return I asked the governor: ‘What does a professor look like?’  
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To which he laughingly replied: ‘White, middle class and male’. Though 
the governor was laughing, he was serious that his perception of a pro-
fessor was a White male, as he went on to describe the White male pro-
fessor he had in mind, which also included age and the type of clothing 
he envisioned the professor wearing. The governor’s comments led me 
to question how often he voiced such views, in what contexts, why did 
he not find his views problematic and had he participated in race equal-
ity training? I was further concerned as to whether this governor had 
ever considered the organisational consequences of Black staff being 
absent from leadership positions in higher education.

Singh and Kwhali (2015) question whether the colour of staff in lead-
ership positions matters and who decides whether it is important or 
not. My encounter with the university governor referred to above would 
suggest that the colour of staff in leadership positions matters greatly to 
university governors. The governor’s expressed colour-conscious leader-
ship behaviour echoed in his preference for a White male professor could 
have been articulated owing to a fear of change of the status quo. In that 
moment I was viewed as a threat and if I was not cut down through 
verbal comment, the potential was there for others like me to become 
entrenched in senior positions and ultimately dismantle the White lead-
ership hierarchy this governor was so content with. Arguably, maintaining 
the status quo is easier because this means that institutions and leadership 
teams do not have to make adjustments in their thinking as to who or 
what constitutes an ideal leader. Moreover when ethnicity is factored in:

Whites often attempt to determine what kind of Blackness and other 
forms of difference are acceptable, how that Blackness and difference 
should be expressed, and how one’s differences get one disqualified or 
excluded from Whiteness. (Dixson and Fasching-Varner 2009, cited by 
Hayes and Juárez 2012: 9)

In my exchange with the university governor, it was made clear that 
my Blackness (and gender) represented in the role of a professor was 
unacceptable in higher education. As university governors are part 
of university decision making processes one can surmise that gover-
nors such as the one I encountered play an influential role in main-
taining a White staffing profile (certainly with regard to appointing a 
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vice-chancellor) and which is more reflective of the society in which 
they prefer to co-exist. What is disconcerting about my exchange with 
the university governor is the silence from White academic staff who 
heard his remarks. None commented on the governor’s racism despite 
their familiarisation with the Equality 2010 Act through their own 
roles on appointment panels. Perhaps through their own racialisation 
and mis-education they did not understand that the governor’s words 
could be construed as racism because the comments were not overtly 
racist. Therefore they determined that they heard nothing they felt they 
could challenge. Osler (2015) argues that “if the word racism is reserved 
for expressions of hate speech or physical violence, but institutional or 
structural racism and processes of racialisation remain hidden, racism 
itself goes unchallenged” (p. 258; see also Pilkington 2013). One of the 
reasons such racism is not challenged by White educators is the act of 
‘dysconscious racism’ which is:

a form of racism that tacitly accepts White norms and privileges. It is 
… an impaired consciousness or distorted way of thinking about race 
as compared to, for example, critical consciousness. Uncritical ways 
of thinking about racial inequity accept certain culturally sanctioned 
assumptions, myths and beliefs that justify the social and economic 
advantages White people have as a result of subordinating diverse others. 
(King 2007: 73)

I experienced the exchange with the university governor as one of 
dysconscious racism, but should I have been surprised by his response 
and attempt to hide his disdain through laughter? After all, his descrip-
tion of a university professor is largely accurate. The majority (12,420 
or 69.2%) of professors are White males compared with 345 (or 1.7%) 
BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) female professors (ECU 2016). 
When the BME figure is disaggregated Black women account for just 
18 professorial posts in English higher education. Across the university 
sector there is “no … unanimity on what a professor is, should be, does, 
or should do, nor on what degree of experience or what level or equal-
ity of achievement the role or grade requires or demands” (Evans 2015: 
682). So it could be asked, what is wrong with the governor’s assump-
tion? The problem is that research consistently suggests that BME staff 
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experience difficulties in being promoted to leadership positions in aca-
demia (Leathwood et al. 2009; ECU 2011; Bhopal 2014; Singh and 
Kwahli 2015). The appointment in 2015 of the first and only Black 
woman (Baronness Valerie Amos)2 to lead a university underscores both 
the lack of recognition of Black leadership potential in English higher 
education, and the uniqueness of this achievement, as only 22% of Vice 
Chancellors at English higher education institutions are female (Jarboe 
2016). While the appointment of Valerie Amos should be applauded it 
is worth noting that in contrast to the USA (even with the persistence 
of racism and sexism) the UK is years behind in appointing a Black 
woman to lead a university (see Jean-Marie et al. 2009b; Jones et al. 
2012). Drucker (2005) contends that “the spirit of an organisation is 
created from the top” (3). As there is only one Black female university 
Vice Chancellor in the UK, what does this say about the spirit of English 
higher education institutions? That they are devoid of Black spirit?

Racism has been shown to persistently impact on the positioning and 
employment experiences of Black staff (EHRC 2016; Ashe and Nazroo 
2016), but rather than racism (UCU 2016) accounting for the dispar-
ity in Black leadership appointments in higher education, Jarboe (2016) 
blames ‘unconscious bias’ and observes that, “few people set out to con-
sciously discriminate but all of us have unconscious biases that influence 
our decisions. This often results in people appointing and promot-
ing others like themselves” (24). The problem with such a view is that 
entrenched conscious biases among decision makers and/or preference 
for a White male leadership hierarchy in higher education go unchal-
lenged, and therefore remain perpetual and steadfast because they are 
considered unconscious and at the same time biases held by everyone. 
Further the attribution of unconscious bias for the under- representation 
of Black leadership staff is particularly problematic as it accounts for the 
lack of challenge and therefore removal of negative perceptions about 
the leadership abilities of Black people, which are to a large extent 

2Baroness Valerie Amos was appointed Director (Vice Chancellor equivalent) of the School of 
African and Oriental Studies, University of London in September 2015. http://www.independ-
ent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/uk-gains-its-first-ever-female-black-university-leader-10352821.
html.

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/uk-gains-its-first-ever-female-black-university-leader-10352821.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/uk-gains-its-first-ever-female-black-university-leader-10352821.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/uk-gains-its-first-ever-female-black-university-leader-10352821.html
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informed by Bourdieu’s (2010; Bourdieu and Passeron 1994) cultural 
capital theses and stereotyped views of Black people as uneducatable, 
not having leadership abilities and consequently not being construed 
as ‘authentic’ leaders (Walumbwa et al. 2008) as informed by long dis-
credited racist scientific theorists such as Jensen (1969; see particularly 
Miele 2004 and Flynn 2012 who dedicated his book to Jensen). I have 
lost count of the number of times when I have been in staff meetings 
and the excuse of Black people lacking cultural capital has been used to 
justify a White leadership hierarchy.

It could be argued that the underrepresentation of Black women 
in senior positions reproduces assumptions of limited competence 
(Leadership Foundation 2015) and if this is an overarching thought, it 
can produce a vicious circle of being overlooked for senior positions, or 
being misrecognised as a junior despite being in a senior position. While 
attention has been given to the under-representation of women leaders in 
universities (Jarobe 2016) and the need for womens’ academic leadership 
potential to be developed (Gallant 2014; see also Dopson et al.’s 2016 lit-
erature review concerning gender and diversity in higher education lead-
ership development programmes in the UK, Australia, the USA, South 
Africa and New Zealand), evidence suggests that there is less emphasis 
in UK higher education institutions with regard to ethnicity and lead-
ership including an understanding of factors undermining progression 
(Bhopal and Jackson 2013; Miller 2016), strategies for success (Bhopal 
and Brown 2016) and/or the value of ethnically diverse leadership in uni-
versities (Walumbwa et al. 2008). This is despite the fact that higher edu-
cation institutions in England have been required since 2013 (as part of 
the funding they receive from the Higher Education Funding Council 
for England -HEFCE) to address the lack of diversity in their leadership 
teams and governing bodies (discussed in detail in Jarobe 2016).

Whiteness and Social Justice for Leadership

As an ideology social justice seeks to challenge the status quo and create a 
new hierarchy (Smith 2012). Striving for social justice in leadership posi-
tions requires a “paradigmatic shift from indifference or ignorance … to  
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an embracement of said issues” (Jean-Marie et al. 2009a: 5). For such 
a shift to occur Whiteness as power needs to be interrogated because as 
Kilomba observes:

Academia is not a neutral location. It is a white space where black people 
have been denied the privilege to speak. Historically it is a white space 
where we have been voiceless and where white scholars have developed 
theoretical discourses that formally constructed us [Black people] as the 
inferior ‘Other’, placing Africans in absolute subordination to the white 
subject. (Kilomba 2010: 27, author emphasis)

Ahmed (2012) contends within academia “institutional Whiteness describes 
an institutional habitat, [where] Whiteness recedes into the background” 
(39). In the university this means Whiteness and the reproduction of 
White privilege becomes commonplace and unnoticeable (Leonardo 2004; 
Murji and Solomos 2016; Bhopal 2018). This also speaks to contentions 
of authenticity in academia which is associated with Whiteness (Archer 
2008). Social justice is considered necessary if education institutions are to 
recognise and respect diverse leaders (McKinsey 2014; Alexander and Arday 
2015) and the intercultural knowledge which they bring to their leadership 
teams (Gay 2010). Social justice practice seeks to address issues of margin-
alisation which are reproduced through the education process (Osler 2016). 
A social justice perspective provides a useful analytical framework for explor-
ing educational leadership challenges in higher education. Social justice and 
equality are human rights principles (Osler 2015).

Educational social justice speaks to issues of fairness and represent-
ativeness which requires higher education leaders to be representa-
tive of the national population. As the UK is ethnically diverse (ONS  
2018) students in higher education should be able to see themselves 
in their higher education leaders, but all too often the opposite is 
true. Yet McKinsey (2014) maintains that leadership teams that take 
time to reflect on their ethnic make-up are more likely to adopt solu-
tions to address racial inequality and which will assist in promoting 
racial equality at senior levels (see also Singh and Kwhali 2015). There 
is more at stake here than just promoting racial equality at senior lev-
els. A social justice perspective emphasises the need for higher educa-
tion institutions to consider how leadership inequalities are maintained  
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through the ideology of meritocracy (that is leadership positions are 
awarded according to merit and have to be earned rather than taken as 
a given). There is a need to critically examine the omnipresent nature 
of Whiteness, how it is operationalised (including values, expectations, 
practices) by White bodies in academia and the role that higher educa-
tion institutions play in this normalisation, reproduction and legitima-
tion process by for example, utilising HEFCE and institutional data to 
infer that there are insufficient numbers of Black people with the requi-
site qualifications and/or experience to apply for senior posts and/or to 
be promoted. Alongside this it is imperative that notions of meritocracy 
are juxtaposed with notions of (White) entitlement (Bourdieu 2001) 
and being more suitable and deserving of senior academic positions.

In advocating a social justice framework in higher education employ-
ment, it is recognised that the term social justice is not unproblematic 
either in education or political terms. According to Reay (2012) the 
term social justice has been used “ideologically by the Right to both 
countermand and undermine the equalities agenda and by govern-
ments and policymakers to sanitise and sweeten neoliberal policies” (ix). 
Furthermore a commitment to social justice has not created more equal 
power structures (Biesta 2012). Instead a power imbalance remains with 
the scales of leadership firmly tilted towards White leaders (Jarboe 2016) 
and begs questions such as, how many Black staff are part of their uni-
versity executive decision-making group, and what credentials are needed 
for entry? If social justice exists in higher education acquiring a leader-
ship position should be informed by a level playing field. The process 
should not just be considered fair on paper, but experienced as such.

Clearly, purely in terms of numbers, we will never get to a position 
where Black staff are as commonplace as White staff in higher educa-
tion because of their numbers in the population as a whole (ONS 
2018). However, if social justice is enacted in higher education one 
would expect to get to a stage where at all levels of higher education 
institutions from the very top to middle and junior levels of leadership 
Black staff occupy important leadership positions such that no heads 
are turned when a Black staff member occupies a leadership position, 
and equally important, that they are not deemed to be an ‘imposter’ 
(Trotman 2009). For this to happen it is not just an understanding of 
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how dominant racial ideologies (Picower 2009) are rationalised and 
maintained which is necessary, but also a commitment to unlearning 
deficit notions about Black people.

Re-thinking Black Educational Leadership

In re-thinking Black academic/senior leadership I draw here on Portelli 
and Campell-Stephens (2009) African-centred concept of ‘servant lead-
ership’ which puts “service before leadership” and prioritises the people/
community and their needs that the leader aims to serve (47). In this 
respect the leader becomes “both leader and servant at the same time” 
(47). Briefly:

Servant leadership is … much more about collegiate ways of working, 
much more about building [communal] capacity, much more about dis-
tributive leadership in its true sense, and also much more about seeing 
yourself as a leader within the community as opposed to a leader in one 
unit of that community. (49)

Moreover ‘servant leadership’ is “service without the servitude” and is 
considered “an empowering and ennobling position for both leader and 
those who are served” (52). ‘Servant leadership’ is underpinned by a com-
mitment to pursuing/achieving equity and to creating “space for human 
beings to be human, in the spirit of Ubuntu” (54). It is argued that Black 
and global majority people are predisposed to ‘servant leadership’ because 
of their cultural backgrounds/upbringing and experiences of racial dom-
ination (namely slavery, colonialism and imperialism). Thus emphasis is 
placed on shared leadership rather than domination. Certainly it is impor-
tant for me as part of my commitment to working with and giving back to 
the community (students and educators), to support and invite the views 
of others, rather than dictate or exclude. If university leadership posi-
tions are to become more diverse this requires an understanding of “serv-
ant leadership qualities and styles” and what it means for Black people to 
“lead authentically” (49) and how this is enacted in practice (see Avolio 
et al. 2009). Equally important, university recruitment teams and human 
resource management departments would need opportunities to become 
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critically conscious of the ways in which Black people have historically 
been (e.g. through slavery, colonisation) and continue to be oppressed (e.g. 
through lower paid, more part-time employment—ECU 2015; under 
valuing of their qualifications—UK NARIC,3 n.d. online). It is also nec-
essary for recruitment teams to analyse, reflect on and to challenge their 
taken for granted knowledge about Black people, as well as understanding 
how negative perceptions of leadership ability is reproduced through the 
education process and perceptions of Black cultural capital. Re-thinking 
of Black staff as education leaders also requires a state of mind and prac-
tice where Black staff in leadership positions is considered normal and 
Black leadership abilities/skills are not questioned to the detriment of the 
employment of Black staff in leadership roles. Moreover, a reassessment 
of effective leadership would warrant recognition of a diverse leadership 
workforce as being compatible with delivering education.

There is no time like the present where such considerations are more 
salient. Higher education institutions in the UK do not exist in a vac-
uum. They exist in a neo-liberal marketisation climate of profitability, 
student fees and student/consumer choice. With the government lift-
ing the cap on the number of UK and EU domiciled undergraduate 
students universities can recruit, English universities are experiencing 
greater student choice as to which universities will benefit from their 
student fee income (Adams and Weale 2015). More registered and 
retained students’ means more income for universities. With greater 
availability of university places, there was a government expectation 
that this would lead to greater student social mobility (Johnson 2015), 
however, universities would seem to be more concerned about stu-
dent experience as reflected in national student survey (NSS4) scores as 
this, impacts on national assessments of higher education institutions. 
Institutions worry about negative NSS assessments for fear that such 

3UK NARIC ‘is the designated United Kingdom national agency for the recognition and com-
parison of international qualifications and skills. It performs this official function on behalf of the 
UK Government’ for individuals and employers (UK NARIC online).
4NSS—The national student survey is a census of all undergraduate students in English universi-
ties in their third year of study. It is commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council in 
England (more information is available at http://www.thestudentsurvey.com/about.php).

http://www.thestudentsurvey.com/about.php
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assessments will have a direct correlation on recruiting new  students. 
However, a key consideration for many students in their recruitment 
and retention is not just university location or the course studied, but 
who is teaching their chosen course, and also the ideologies that per-
sist within the university. Hence many Black students are not just ques-
tioning why is my curriculum White (Peters 2015) and my professor 
not Black? (Black 2014), but demanding that higher education insti-
tutions become decolonised education spaces with protests such as 
Rhodes must fall (relates to calls for the removal of the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes from the University of Cape Town, which occurred in 2015). 
If a change to the underrepresentation of Black professorial staff and/or 
Black staff in senior executive positions does not occur, universities may 
very well find that the Black student income they rely on to function 
effectively becomes depleted, if non-existent.

Changing the Status Quo

Shifting race norms and challenging structural exclusion at the same 
time as trying to remove attitudinal barriers which are preventing the 
employment of Black staff in professorial positions and other senior lead-
ership roles remains problematic in the UK. Are there insights which can 
be drawn from the United States? While not specifically related to the 
employment of Black staff in academia, Banks (2016) offers a perspective 
as to how the leadership of an organisation can change from being always 
White to having a more ethnically diverse leadership. Reviewing the 
factors that enabled nine People of Colour to become president of the 
American Educational Research Association5 (AERA—a predominantly 
White organisation6) between 1995 and 2016/2017 and the establish-
ment of special interest groups with a focus on diversity, Banks (2016: 

5The American Educational Research Association is the largest national interdisciplinary research 
association devoted to the scientific study of education and learning.
6The Banks (2016: 156) article referred to in this chapter includes AERA membership figures by 
ethnicity, which shows that, in 2015, 64.2% of the membership of AERA was recorded as White, 
non Hispanic.
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155) associated this achievement and “institutionalisation of diversity 
within AERA” to “historic (e.g. desegregation and civil rights move-
ments) demographic changes within American society”. Changes which 
also enabled other scholars of Colour to attain “structural inclusion into 
predominantly White mainstream research and scholarly organisations 
and societies” as “members of committees and governing boards, pub-
lishing in the official journals and books, participating in conference ses-
sions, and being elected to the presidency of these organisations” (Banks 
2016: 150). Following a lecture at the UCL Institute of Education, 
University of London in May 2016 (which I attended), Professor Banks 
advocated this strategy (of joining special interest groups, committees) 
as a way of non-American minority ethnic scholars acquiring leadership 
positions in the AERA, and making the AERA leadership more ethni-
cally diverse from an international perspective.

Returning to the changes made to the AERA leadership it can be 
concluded that over a 21 year period (1995–2016), having nine out of 
21 presidents being represented by eight African Americans and one 
Latina is testament to the changing inclusion within the AERA and 
accepted scholarship and diverse epistemological knowledge of People 
of Colour by White academia. That said, it is evident that ethnicity 
changes in the presidential leadership of a once all-White institution 
have coincided with the AERA membership becoming more ethni-
cally diverse from 7% in 1975 to approx 31% in 2015 (calculated from 
AERA membership figures in Banks 2016).

Drawing attention to the presidential leadership of the AERA might 
be considered unfair especially when the British equivalent to the 
AERA, BERA (British Educational Research Association) has never had 
a president at the helm from a minority ethnic background, and AERA 
presidents are voted for/elected by the AERA membership; it is not an 
appointed role. However, what the focus on the AERA demonstrates 
quite clearly is how it is possible (albeit over a prolonged period of time) 
to challenge stereotypes about Black leadership potential and transform 
the leadership of an organisation from all-White to ethnically diverse, 
and for such diversity to become accepted as normal practice. This is 
what needs to happen in UK higher education. Social justice in leader-
ship requires more than a policy/institutional commitment to diversity. 
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It must be reflected in practice and should not just be viewed in terms 
of paper exercises such as carrying out equality impact assessments.7 The 
recently introduced Race Equality Charter (ECU online) which higher 
education institutions are going to have to demonstrate they meet the 
criteria for if they are to be awarded race equality status, means that 
institutions will have to consider where there are gaps in their minor-
ity ethnic staff and student representation and progression and identify 
strategies for overcoming challenges and addressing areas of weakness. 
But given that many institutions do not have Athena SWAN status, 
which requires institutions for example, to “recognise a solid foundation 
for eliminating gender bias and developing an inclusive culture that val-
ues all staff” to achieve the bronze award,8 and this one might argue is 
more easily achieveable, why would they take time to apply for the Race 
Equality Charter award which has a specific remit in addressing racial 
inequality in employment? However, such time and effort is necessary if 
the leadership capabilities of Black staff are to be valued such that they 
become “part of the fabric” (Garces and Cogburn 2015: 848) of what 
higher education institutions do.

To conclude, we have reached a stage in 2018 whereby excuses can-
not continue to be made for the underrepresentation of Black staff in 
leadership positions. To address this problem it should be a compul-
sory requirement for staff at all levels (including recruitment and pro-
motion panels) and university governors to participate in dysconscious 
racism and Whiteness as power training, and for their knowledge and 
understanding and how they employ race equality in practice to be reg-
ularly tested and updated to ensure that race equality becomes embed-
ded and embodied throughout academia. Ultimately, this will assist 
in the appointment, progression and retention of Black staff in senior 
positions who are able to share their “skills, knowledge and experience” 
(Valerie Amos, online) to the advantage of staff and students alike.

8There are three awards (bronze, silver and gold) which apply to the Athena SWAN and each 
stage has more enhanced requirements in order to achieve the specific stage award.

7Equality impact assessments are an established tool for demonstrating due regard to the pub-
lic sector equality duty which is required by law but EIA is not a legal requirement in England 
(ECU online, accessed 1 July 2016); available at http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/
governance-and-policies/equality-impact-assessment/.

http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/governance-and-policies/equality-impact-assessment/
http://www.ecu.ac.uk/guidance-resources/governance-and-policies/equality-impact-assessment/
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Reconceptualising Belonging and Inclusion: 
Social Justice Frameworks

‘Belonging’ and ‘inclusion’ have become hegemonic discourses in higher 
education, in relation to equity and widening participation policy and prac-
tice and concerns to address the diversity of student communities. However, 
discourses of ‘belonging’ and ‘inclusion’ tend to be atheoretical, decontex-
tualised and disembodied, and this often unwittingly contributes to the 
perpetuation of racialised inequalities. Struggles over the right to higher 
education pose serious challenges for equity policy and practice because 
such struggles are bound up with long-standing historical inequalities. Close 
attention must thus be paid to the different practices and contexts in which 
inequalities of race, ethnicity and difference are formed and reformed. Such 
formations are deeply connected to the politics of mis/recognition within 
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the highly stratified and selective spaces of higher education. Working 
towards greater equity in higher education involves holding together three 
interconnected social justice dimensions of redistribution, recognition and 
representation (Fraser 2008), with close attention paid to embodied subjec-
tivities (McNay 2008) and the politics of emotion (Ahmed 2004).

Attention to the methods by which resources and opportunities 
might be redistributed to those groups who have suffered long-standing 
forms of social, educational and economic inequalities is also impera-
tive. In order to develop strategies for redistribution, it is important to 
identify structural inequalities, which are tied in with relations of power 
and difference, such as race and ethnicity. This must be nuanced how-
ever to address the intricate ways that structures of inequality are always 
intersecting, embodied formations that operate at systemic, cultural, 
symbolic and affective levels. Therefore, in order to make sense of ine-
qualities of race, it is important to analyse the intimate relationship of 
race to other structural inequalities, such as class, ethnicity and gender.

In such an analysis, nuanced attention to the processes of misrecogni-
tion is vital. Misrecognition is a form of symbolic violence that operates 
at the level of feeling, emotion, subjective construction and embodi-
ment in relation to wider social structures and power formations, pro-
ducing subtle and insidious inequalities in, through and beyond higher 
education. Misrecognition creates ways of imagining the kinds of 
 persons who are identified, or not, as ‘worthy’ university participants. 
The processes of being recognised as a ‘worthy’ or authentic university 
student are deeply contextualised so that participation is differently 
conceptualised across (and within) different HE fields and disciplines. 
Misrecognitions are difficult to capture because they work at the level of 
everyday, taken for granted practices within heterogeneous, disciplinary 
communities of practice. Admissions, selection, teaching, assessment, 
and so forth, are social practices in which recognitions and subjectivities 
are produced. The practices that perpetuate histories of  misrecognition 
take place within and across different institutional contexts, as well 
as within particular disciplinary fields such as Arts, Medicine, Law, 
Philosophy and so forth. Through taken-for-granted academic prac-
tices, constructions of difference are formed, often in problematic ways 
that deepen misrecognitions and inequalities. The tendency is to project 
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a pathologising gaze on racialised bodies that have historically been 
 constructed as a problem for education, and as suffering from a range 
of deficit disorders (e.g. lack of aspiration, lack of motivation, lack of 
confidence, lack of resilience and so on). The educational practices and 
systems that have perpetuated and produced enduring racialised ine-
qualities tend to be ignored. The intersection of race with gender and 
class often exacerbates processes of misrecognition for certain persons 
and groups (Mirza 2009).

Fraser (2008) argues that social justice requires attention to ‘redis-
tribution’, ‘recognition’ and ‘representation’ with a focus on  enabling 
parity of participation. Understanding these three dimensions of  
social justice as interwoven is crucial for reconceptualising ‘inclusion’ 
and ‘belonging’ in higher education spaces, challenging hegemonic 
discourses. Following Fraser (1997, 2003, 2008), it is important to 
shift attention away from deficit discourses to attention on transform-
ing institutional spaces, systems and practices which are implicated in 
reproducing exclusions and inequalities at cultural, symbolic and struc-
tural levels. Fraser explains:

When misrecognition is identified with internal distortions in the 
structure of the self-conscious of the oppressed, it is but a short step to 
blaming the victim (…) Misrecognition is a matter of externally mani-
fest and publicly verifiable impediments to some people’s standing as 
full members of society. To redress it, means to overcome subordination.  
This in turn means changing institutions and social practices. (Fraser 2003: 
31, emphasis added)

Such a framework illuminates that transforming higher education 
spaces for social justice relies on equitable distributive, recognition 
and representation processes that work with and through difference 
(Burke 2015). This challenges conceptualisations of equity that rest 
on over-simplified notions of treating everyone the same. Rather it is 
important to redistribute resources to those groups and communities 
who have experienced material and structural disadvantages, whilst 
simultaneously valuing the different experiences, histories, values and 
cultural practices of those heterogeneous groups and communities.  
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It is vital to challenge constructions of ‘equity groups’ as  homogenous 
rather than recognising differences within and across groups and the 
intricate ways that differences intersect in identity-formations and 
embodied subjectivities.

It is therefore crucial to create institutional mechanisms of rep-
resentation across different groups and communities, whilst  recognising 
differences within those groups and communities. For example, it is 
important to redistribute resources and opportunities to those com-
munities who have been denied such opportunities through forms of 
institutionalised racism (Gillborn 2008) at play in schools and higher 
education. It is also important to recognise and value the different per-
spectives and knowledges those communities bring to higher  education 
and to provide genuine opportunities for representation of their 
 different experiences, histories and knowleges. However, homogenising  
those communities (for example through policy categorisations such 
as ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’) often perpetuates a pathologising 
 neocolonial gaze whilst ignoring differences within communities. Thus 
policy and practice must be highly sensitive and fine-tuned to the for-
mations of difference within and across different communities and  
to understand this in relation to the complex intersectionalities that 
form subjectivities, ontologies and epistemologies. Although there are 
important differences between groups targeted by higher education 
 policies to widen participation, these principles are important across 
different groups; so these principles apply not only to policy catego-
risations such as ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’, but also to ‘Low Socio-
economic Groups’, ‘Mature’ and ‘Part-time’, ‘Students with Disabilities’ 
and other such ‘equity groups’ targeted by HE policy and practice.

Parity of participation in higher education depends on having the 
means and resources to develop participation in ways that a person 
might be recognised as a legitimate participant within particular dis-
ciplinary contexts. Becoming a participant requires representation  
within that space. Having access to certain material and economic 
resources such as a computer, internet, transportation and books are 
also important in developing the forms of ‘participation’ that might be 
recognised by university lecturers and that enable representation of dif-
ferent student perspectives, histories and values.
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Participation is more complex than simply having access to financial 
and material resources or cultural and social capitals, as important as 
this is. Nancy Fraser (2008) sheds light on the ways that misrecognition 
and misrepresentation deeply undermine parity of participation within 
social institutions such as higher education. Fraser’s social justice frame-
work (1997, 2008) is generative for questions of widening participation 
through the insight that the processes of misrecognition are about the 
institutional values and judgments that are imposed on the misrecog-
nised person in ways that effectively exclude her/him from parity of par-
ticipation. In order to have parity of participation, the person must be 
recognised and have access to representation as a fully valued member of 
the community.

However, it is also important to capture the affective, emotional, sub-
jective and lived experiences of misrecognition and misrepresentation, 
that are felt in and through the body as forms of symbolic violence and 
injury on the self (McNay 2008: 150). This often leads to feelings of 
shame and fear (Ahmed 2004). Institutional fields such as schools and 
higher education are sites in which subjectivity is formed and person-
hood is constituted. Recognition is formed through the dual processes 
of mastery and submission of the discourses at play within a particular 
field (such as higher education) (Davies 2006). The discourse of ‘par-
ticipation’, which is multiple and contested, itself formed through the 
social practices and values at play within a subject field, constitutes the 
student in particular ways through the politics of (mis)recognition and 
(mis)representation. The concept of ‘performativity’ (Butler 1993) sheds 
light on the ways that subjectivity is formed not through who we are 
but through what we do; through social and cultural practices.

In my recent research in Australia on capabilities and belonging 
(Burke et al. 2016), we argue that the politics of ‘belonging’ are deeply 
entwined with such questions of recognition and representation:

to be seen as a ‘capable’ student in higher education, the student must 
act in certain ways. For example, being recognised as ‘academically capa-
ble’ depends on performing ‘academic capability’ through body language, 
literacy and communication practices, analytical and critical practices 
(which might differ across and within disciplines), demonstrating certain 
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skills in particular ways (such as time management and organisation 
skills) and so forth. Each of these aspects of capability are shifting discur-
sive practices. (Burke et al. 2016)

Gaining access to higher education depends on demonstrating 
 particular attributes and dispositions. These are embedded in a highly 
esoteric framework, requiring that the student decode forms of 
 academic practice that are granted legitimacy through disciplinary 
technologies of assessment, ranking and measurement. Students from 
socially privileged backgrounds often have access to a range of resources 
that enable them to decode how to demonstrate academic potential and 
capability in increasingly stratified and stratifying pedagogical contexts 
(Stevenson et al. 2014). For example, to achieve in higher education, 
the ‘successful’ student must first understand how to write, speak and 
read in ways that is recognised as legitimate forms of practice within 
higher education. These academic practices of writing, speaking and 
reading are highly contextual and subjected to discursive performa-
tivities, profoundly constraining possibilities for developing a sense of 
belonging in higher education. Students from under-represented back-
grounds often experience feelings of individual unworthiness or shame, 
which are related to, often invisible, social and cultural processes of mis-
recognition. Academic practices tend to be misrepresented as neutral, 
decontextualised sets of technical skills and literacy that students associ-
ated with racialised differences are seen to lack (Lillis 2001).

Becoming a university student demands developing a particular form 
of voice within the boundaries of the discipline, course or subject being 
studied. Ways of writing in Sociology will be different from ways of writ-
ing in Psychology or Physics and this is not just simply about learning 
sets of skills but learning very particular ways of thinking, arguing, being 
critical, analytical and so forth. These are methodologies rather than tech-
nical skills. Furthermore, White, Eurocentric and masculine perspectives 
and orientations have historically formed assumptions about who has the 
right to higher education (Burke 2012). Indeed, ‘inclusion’ tends to be 
more about fitting into the dominant culture than about interrogating 
that culture for the ways that it is complicit in the social and cultural 
reproduction of racialised exclusion, misrecognition and inequality.
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Discourses of ‘inclusion’ often work as a form of symbolic violence, 
coercing those seen as ‘excluded’ to conform to hegemonic conventions, 
expectations and values and to participate in a process of individual 
‘transformation’ into normalised personhoods. This includes for exam-
ple becoming ‘flexible’ and ‘adaptable’ to volatile market conditions and 
thus being recognised as an appropriately ‘resilient’ participant. The dis-
courses of ‘resilience’ however are also individualised, so that the social 
structures and cultural misrecognitions that undermine a person’s rec-
ognition as ‘resilient’ are concealed from view. Thus, inclusion often 
perpetuates problematic deficit perspectives that place the responsibility 
on those individuals who are identified as at risk of exclusion through 
their ‘lack’ of aspiration, confidence, adaptability or resilience. Inclusion 
might also be seen as a discursive space in which the politics of shame 
play out in ways that are experienced as personal failure and simply not 
being the ‘right’ kind of person and worthy enough for participation in 
higher education (Raphael Reed et al. 2007: 19).

Therefore, it is my position that it is imperative to reconfigure 
‘ inclusion’ and ‘belonging’ in higher education as a broader project of 
transforming higher education, with a focus on redistributing oppor-
tunities to access esoteric academic practices but also to challenge 
misrecognition of the experiences, histories and knowledges of those 
communities who have been systematically marginalised. This includes 
creating pedagogical spaces for the representation of those marginalised 
experiences, histories and knowledges that challenge the re-privileging 
of hegemonic White Anglocentric values and perspectives (although 
also recognising that there are differences and contestations within 
 communities as well as across them).

Pedagogical ‘space’ is an important concept in thinking through 
struggles for the right to higher education in all of its complexities and 
intricacies. Space plays a key role in structuring student experience and 
research reveals that belonging and inclusion are closely related to spa-
tial relations and structures (Souter et al. 2011; Radcliffe et al. 2008; 
Neary et al. 2010; Ahlefeld 2009). ‘Space’ helps to consider how the 
architectural or the technological make possible certain forms of prac-
tice in relation to questions of space/time. Physical and virtual spaces 
in higher education generate complex pedagogical relations that are 
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related to formations of difference and power in space/time. For exam-
ple, Munoz sheds light on the ways that campus planning and campus 
buildings and landscapes have a critical role in perpetuating racism in 
the US (Munoz 2015).

Developing inclusive HE spaces involves attention to the ways that 
participants take up, embody and move through the different spaces 
in higher education that produce unequal and racialised relations; 
for example, the ways a lecturer might position himself in the lecture 
hall and the ways different students might participate (differently)  
in seminar discussions. The physical spaces in which our bodies are 
re-positioned profoundly shape our practices, experiences and emotions 
within that space. We might be able to subvert those spaces but this is 
constrained by the physicality and/or technology of those spaces. Space 
therefore is not only about the objective physical, technological and/
or architectural ‘reality’ of universities but is also about our embodied, 
lived and emotional experiences of those spaces—how we feel in and 
about those spaces, how those spaces position our embodied selves, how 
mis/recognitions play out within those spaces and how we might recon-
figure those spaces in ways that contribute to practices for social justice. 
The spaces are also discursively constituted and open to refashioning; 
we can find possibilities for articulating difference and different ways of 
being and knowing across and between hegemonic HE spaces. Spaces 
are also deeply tied in with temporalities; the ways that time is struc-
tured within and across those spaces as well as our different relationali-
ties to time across structural and symbolic inequalities.

Gender, Race and Misrecognitions

Mathia Diawara (1998) argues that Black working class masculinity has 
become coded as ‘cool’ through representations produced across a range 
of popular culture, including film and music. Although attached to 
Black bodies signifying ‘cool’, this signifier can be ‘transported through 
white bodies’ (Diawara 1998: 52, cited in Skeggs 2004: 1) in particu-
lar moments in space and time. However, Skeggs points out that such 
signifiers become fixed on Black bodies whilst Black racialised persons 
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are ‘excluded symbolically from performing ‘whiteness’’. Skeggs explores 
the ways that ‘some cultural characteristics fix some groups and ena-
ble others to be mobile’ (Skeggs 2004: 1). Jackie McManus and I have 
drawn on such insights (Burke and McManus 2009) to illustrate the 
way that Black working-class applicants of Art and Design courses in 
higher education are marked and coded through misrecognition, and 
are constrained by citations of music, fashion and art (such as hip-
hop) also fixed by codes associated with ‘blackness’. In the research, we 
gained access to selection interviews with candidates of Art and Design 
courses and were able to observe almost 80 selection interviews across 
five English higher education institutions.

Our analysis of our observation data found that selection interviews in 
the admissions process operate as a profound space of exclusion, where 
knowing how to perform potential is deeply but insidiously connected 
to social privilege, cultural capital and the embodiment and enactment 
of ‘appropriate’ forms of personhood. This was most explicitly shown 
through the case of Nina (pseudonym), a young Black woman from an 
inner city area in England and applying for a BA Fashion course.

All the candidates were asked about their influences at the start of 
the selection interview, and Nina explained that she was influenced by 
hip-hop. Nina’s interview was cut short, and she was also denied the 
opportunity to complete her admissions test. After the interview, we 
observed the admissions tutors discussing how they would formally 
record their decision. They decided to claim that Nina’s portfolio was 
weak. However, we had also observed the assessment of her portfolio 
before the interview and it had not been judged as weak. They addition-
ally claimed that Nina lacked ‘fashion flair’ although she was dressed 
almost identically to the other white female candidates we had observed 
being interviewed earlier. They were also disappointed with her desire 
to stay home while at university, claiming that this reflected her lack of 
maturity.

Yet the male, white, middle class candidate interviewed immediately 
after Nina was accepted. He cited famous contemporary artists as his 
influences, was expensively dressed and said he would ‘definitely be leav-
ing home as it’s all part of the university experience’. Despite having 
significantly poorer qualifications than Nina, including having failed 
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GCSE Art, he was offered a place. The research revealed that the shared 
perspectives, values and assumptions of admissions tutors within their 
subject-based communities strongly influence their selection practices 
when they are caught up in identifying potential in ways that misrecog-
nise and thus exclude young Black women such as Nina. The research 
points to the imperative that all those with institutional positions of 
authority and responsibility in making judgements about others must 
interrogate the taken-for-granted values, perspectives and judgements 
in selection and assessment processes. Discriminatory processes are not 
necessarily explicit and intentional; they are often subtle, subjective and 
almost invisible. Those with the authority to judge and assess are often 
deeply entrenched in the taken-for-granted constructions of potential 
within their related disciplinary communities of practice.

Misrecognitions in Pedagogical Spaces: Voice, 
Race and Gender

Voice and silence pose particular challenges for teachers and students 
in relation to expectation around ‘participation’. This was illustrated in 
research on Formations of Gender and Higher Education Pedagogies 
(GaP) (Burke et al. 2013), a qualitative study about HE teachers’ and 
students’ experiences and perspectives of pedagogies (through in-depth 
and detailed interviews and focus groups) and of their practices (through 
observations of classroom practice). The data suggested that ‘participa-
tion’ is conceptualised by university lecturers in relation to ‘voice’ and 
‘silence’ and tied to embodied intersections of gender and race.

Student voice has often been related to notions of student empow-
erment and representation. However, Batchelor (2006) points to 
vulnerabilities in relation to student voice arguing that we need to 
pay closer attention to the ‘vulnerability of certain modes of voice’  
(787). The data from the GaP study expose the ways that students’ dif-
ferent voices are interconnected with gendered, classed and racialised 
misrecognitions, reinforcing Batchelor’s important insight about vul-
nerabilities in relation to (judgments about) different student voices. 
Although voice is often associated with student ‘empowerment’,  
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only particular forms of ‘voice’ have the potential to be validated 
through racialised and gendered pedagogical relations. It was clear 
from the data for example that some voices cause quite significant lev-
els of discomfort and disapproval, including those voices associated with 
Black and working-class masculinities that were repeatedly constructed 
as noisy and disruptive. Student voices perceived as unruly were con-
nected to constructions of Black racialised hyper-masculinity and this is 
linked to pejorative discourses of ‘Other’ students associated with wid-
ening participation, diversity and difference.

The following exchange between two (White, male) Business Studies 
lecturers participating in a focus group discussion, exposes the tensions 
they experience in relation to student voice, race and gender:

Lecturer 1: I can hear blokes. Again I can usually hear their chatter 
let’s say more acutely more than I can hear some female chatter simply 
because of the difference in pitch.

Lecturer 2: I really can’t tolerate talking. It really drives me nuts and I will 
stop a lecture and they know. Whereas in the old days I used to just get 
louder and louder and they got louder and it got out of control. But I 
think you learn as a lecturer how to control a group.

The lecturers are particularly concerned about changes in the student 
constituencies they are teaching and how this raises particular chal-
lenges in terms of regulating student behaviour. The neoliberal refram-
ing of higher education tends to reposition students as educational  
consumers, arguably challenging the traditional forms of authority of 
the university lecturer. This sometimes raised the question of how stu-
dents have the potential to exercise their rights as a consumer, and to 
what extent teachers could or should control students. Such accounts 
seemed to be connected to an implicit fear of the ‘Other’ in the class-
room; those ‘new’ groups of students who occupy a different and unfa-
miliar subject position. This was implicitly tied to classed and racialised 
forms of masculinity, and to narratives of those Other students who are 
seen as not fitting into expectations of how university student should 
behave. In such instances, the intersections of working class, Black 
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young masculinities are posed as undermining the authoritative  position 
of the (White, middle-class) university lecturer. Anxiety about the risk 
of contamination of the (pure/legitimate) HE pedagogical context is 
suggested, raising questions about the complex dynamics of changing 
pedagogical relations.

The lecturer below implies the personal anxiety connected with stu-
dents exercising rights as a consumer of higher education. In some 
 disciplinary fields, university teachers expressed their concern over the 
lack of control they had over Black and working-class male student 
groups who were constructed as having the ‘wrong’ kinds of attitudes 
and behaviours. The students thus were constructed as not belonging or 
fitting into the academic environment and as a problem linked to a per-
ceived lowering of standards:

…they are the same group who’s actually been making noises—so affect-
ing the students’ hearing, and the problem, sometimes, you find it’s the 
same group time and time again. When you warn the first time, come 
the following week, and exactly the same. So the question we raised as 
well, before, how far you can go to say OK, enough is enough…. I mean 
I’ve done it, I think, twice or three times, and one of them is going and 
complain to the boss, you know. But I mean I have nothing to hide, you 
know. (White, male Sports Science Lecturer)

The above account is grounded in a wider set of assumptions about the 
teacher’s role in regulating, disciplining and containing student behav-
iour (see also Nicoll and Harrison 2003; Llamas 2006). However such 
accounts tend to ignore deeper pedagogical questions about processes 
of engaging diverse groups of students in ways that facilitate a sense of 
belonging and participation in the context of widening participation, 
changing student populations and trans/forming pedagogical cultures. 
Such questions demand deeper engagement of universities about the 
intersections between teaching, learning, equity and racialised, classed 
and gendered inequalities.

The micro-politics of voice and silence play out in complex ways 
in the higher education classroom in relation to formations of differ-
ence. Confidence is seen as a signifier of potential and capability.  



21 Trans/Forming Pedagogical Spaces …     377

Students constructed as ‘lacking confidence’ are also connected to anx-
ieties about lowering of standards. This is linked to contemporary dis-
courses of teaching that emphasise ‘student engagement’ and ‘student 
voice’ as an indication of participation. Yet, speaking out in pedagogical 
spaces has been identified in the wider literature as a significant source 
of anxiety for many students associated with equity and difference in 
higher education (McLeod 2011; Sellar and Gale 2011; Batchelor 
2006). Test and Egan (2014) explain that:

The social structures of race, class, and age remain a feature of the higher 
education sector to the detriment of all students, especially those from 
non-traditional backgrounds. Most participants reported that earlier in 
the course, they have been afraid to speak. (232)

Confidence becomes a signifier of the ‘proper’ university student and 
yet is often framed as a neutral, decontextualised and disembodied trait 
that ‘non-traditional’ students lack. The wider patriarchal and neocolo-
nial structures and discourses that might work on the student associated 
with widening participation to recast them as lacking in confidence are 
hidden, while the individual becomes the focus of the need for remedial 
forms of support. Such forms of support are in turn attached to anxie-
ties about lowering of standards and an assumed ‘feminisation of higher 
education’ (Leathwood and Read 2009), connected to anxieties about 
‘spoon feeding’ students. The student constructed as ‘non- traditional’ 
often reproduces the narrative of lack of self-confidence and is thus 
repositioned as the weak, needy and passive student at the centre of 
derogatory discourses of widening participation. A vicious cycle of mis-
recognition is put into place, subtly reasserting the dominance of certain 
forms of White, hegemonic masculinity in universities.

Creating Inclusive Spaces in Higher Education

Students are socially situated and this is deeply embedded in racial-
ised relations and through the discourses, formations of difference and 
 institutional practices that name and make us; the politics of ‘recognition’ 
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and ‘misrecognition’. If a student is continually recognised as having 
‘potential’, this becomes a way of understanding himself, just as being 
identified as ‘lacking potential’ profoundly shapes a student’s self- 
understanding, feelings of worthiness, inclusion and belonging. However, 
in order to be recognised as ‘having potential’, a person must first decode 
the practices that will allow them recognition as an appropriate, legiti-
mate or authentic university student. For those from under-represented 
backgrounds, it might take time to develop an understanding of the 
ways that ‘potential’ is constructed and recognised within particular dis-
ciplinary fields. This is exacerbated by institutional racism and forms of 
neocolonialism, in which the ‘Other’ must not only perform those attrib-
utes that might afford recognition and representation but must do this 
in conditions in which the embodiment of racialisation requires con-
tinual struggle against the denigrating and marginalising discourses and 
practices that reposition those embodying racialised subjectivities as out-
side, excluded, abject and ‘Other’. This is felt in and through the body, as 
‘technologies of affect’:

rethinking race and racism as technologies of affect, a vision of anti-racist 
politics and practice in education can be formed in ways that go beyond 
recognition or resistance (Lim 2010), but rather attend to the produc-
tion of pedagogical spaces and practices that create ways of living differ-
ently, that is, ways that do not repeat expected (i.e. normalized) racialized 
affects. These kinds of pedagogical spaces and practices would have to 
attend very carefully how ‘race is necessarily a matter of affect and affect 
does not walk innocently of race’ (Crang and Tolia 2010). (Zembylas 
2015: 147)

An ethical and anti-racist framework for access and equity in higher 
education requires universities to provide the resources and opportuni-
ties for students from under-represented backgrounds to develop their 
understanding of ways of writing, reading, speaking and learning that 
will facilitate their access to privileged forms of being and knowing, 
whilst at the same time encouraging spaces of change and transforma-
tion at the wider institutional, cultural and social levels. This is differ-
ent from providing study skills support that tends to reduce complex 



21 Trans/Forming Pedagogical Spaces …     379

sets of literacy practice to remedial support for skills acquisition  
(Lea and Street 2000). This requires a shift in the gaze—away from 
identifying individual students ‘with problems’ and towards developing 
sophisticated pedagogical interventions that support students’ access to 
meaning-making processes. This also shifts our orientation away from 
instrumentalised frameworks of teaching and learning and towards 
transformative pedagogical approaches that engage students as partici-
pants in the development, and critique, of knowledge and meaning. 
This extends thinking beyond formal teaching to consider the range of 
pedagogical relations we engage, including in the processes of recruit-
ment and admissions and the ways students are selected in relation to 
judgments about potential and capability.

Strategies for equity in higher education must not only attend to 
objective forms of institutional discrimination but also to the sym-
bolic violence of being misrecognised. The injuries of misrecognition 
are embodied, through the internalisation of shame, and are tied to the 
emotional level of experience, felt in and through the body. The GaP 
research reveals the intensive forms of anxiety many students expe-
rience, even after they successfully gain access to higher education,  
and this is connected to the residual memory of shame from earlier 
 educational experiences as well as the ongoing fear of being shamed 
again. We need to engage in pedagogical strategies that rethink ques-
tions of race and racism as technologies of affect and the ways that 
 affective racisms are embedded in classrooms.

We must therefore question and challenge deficit constructions 
 associated with equity and widening participation categorisations, 
such as ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’. Yet simultaneously, we must be 
accountable for ensuring that scarce resources are targeted towards 
those social groups who have experienced social disadvantage and 
structural inequality. This is a tension we are compelled to address in 
policy and practice; categorisations help us to decide how to redistrib-
ute resources whilst simultaneously categorisations require interroga-
tion of the ways they become mechanisms to homogenise, standardise 
and pathologise. The category of ‘Black and Minority Ethnic’ is both 
a useful device to identify an appropriate target group for the redistri-
bution of resources but it also contributes to the perpetuation of social 
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divisions and hierarchies through reducing that person or group to 
one aspect of identity. We must make visible the ways such construc-
tions are entangled in cycles of exclusion, misrecognition and unequal 
power relations and instead devise ethical, reflexive and participatory 
frameworks that challenge racialised and gendered misrecognitions and 
misrepresentations.
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What is common throughout the chapters in this book is the paucity 
of BME people at senior levels, in some subject areas and the lack of 
belonging that many BME people in higher education face, whether 
they are students or staff. These issues are well rehearsed (see for exam-
ple Runnymede 2015) and this book adds to the growing evidence of 
inequality.

The perspectives in the different chapters are varied, for example 
exploring issues from different ethnic and religious experiences, issues 
of curriculum and how the lack of an inclusive/liberated curriculum 
exacerbate the sense of otherness, the shifting national policy landscape 
and the discomfort addressing issues of race. The myriad of experiences 
come together, setting out the challenges that need addressing.

Before I discuss ideas on how these challenges might be addressed, 
let me first address an issue with the term ‘BME’ and the inter-
play with identity. It was refreshing to see D’Arcy and Galloway  
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explore the issues of Gypsy and Traveller peoples’ participation in 
higher education as there is limited research in this area. This did give 
rise however to the question of whether Gypsies and Travellers see 
themselves as BME people, or are they a white minority that often 
gets forgotten. The term ‘BME’ is a useful collective one that helps us 
see commonalities of inequality. However we must not forget a white 
minority who also face inequality especially given the current political 
landscape, in the wake of the vote to leave the European Union. BME 
people are of course not homogenous, and as Maylor notes, her expe-
rience as a Black woman will be because of that intersection, and the 
intersection of other characteristics that form her identity. Similarly, 
the cross-over with religion in Saeed’s chapter and with generational 
and family class groups in Li’s chapter remind us of the complexity 
of these intersections and identities. ECU’s annual statistical reports 
explore these intersections—in 2013/2014, 7.1% of professors were 
BME men, compared to 1.8%, who were BME women (ECU 2015: 
278). This 5.3 percentage point difference illustrates the compounded 
nature of inequality. If another dimension of nationality is added, of 
all UK-national professors, 1.5% were BME women, compared to 
3.1% of all non-UK national professors (ibid: 278). These figures illus-
trate the complexity of the issues.

So what is the starting point to addressing the number of complex 
issues? Setting aside intersectionality for the moment, I would begin by 
attempting to get more collective buy-in on addressing racial inequality. 
I suggest this because there is a risk that over analysis using Crenshaw’s 
(1989) theory of intersectionality means that we think of individuals 
rather that the collective, and therefore it becomes easier to dismiss race 
inequality. I am not arguing that intersectionality is not important, it is 
important to understand that identity is complex and attitudes towards 
those identities are complex, however as I mention above, the collective 
term of BME is useful both to see commonalities and also as a political 
collective to press for change.

Looking back at the collection, the data for example shows the lack 
to BME people in senior roles (ECU 2015) as well as underrepresenta-
tion of BME people in some disciplines (for example the dearth of 
Black people in PE teaching as highlighted in Hobson and Whigham). 
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It is very easy for some to dismiss the data by contextualising it,  arguing 
for example that there are geographical issues as to why an institution 
is unable to, or finds it unnecessary to address the numbers or that 
they are doing well benchmarked to other universities (scenario 2 in 
Rollock’s chapter). Therefore, it is important that we argue the need  
to address the equal distribution of the problem, as opposed to the 
 unequal distribution of the numbers. By this, I mean that it is clear that 
racism exists in society at a macro-level and so by logical application, it 
must exist in each institution to some degree—no university is immune 
from the society in which it is located.

To construct some solutions, I draw on Schiebinger’s (1999, in 
Morley 2013) work on gender equality. She highlights that solutions 
have focussed on three areas: the individual, the organisation/institution 
and the knowledge. They are interlinked, and I would argue that work 
must be done to address all three areas.

Addressing the Individual

Regarding the individual, it is important not to treat BME people as 
deficient, i.e. that they need fixing in order to belong or to succeed. 
Traditional interventions in this area are things like mentoring, addi-
tional individual support and leadership development. While these 
may continue to be useful, they must be co-created with BME people 
and consider the complexity of different identities, so that they don’t 
treat BME people as the problem. Solutions need to address all indi-
viduals, and this includes the white majority too. For example, in lead-
ership or teaching skills development, how is white privilege explored, 
how are new lecturers equipped to discuss issues of race or challenge 
racist behaviour? How is race constructed in mentoring relationships 
and would sponsorship as noted in Rollock’s chapter be a better model? 
Addressing all individuals would address in part, the dilemma Hobson 
and Whigham raise in their chapter.

Of course Hobson and Whigham delve much deeper into whether 
people can ever fully empathise with the experience of racism. It is of 
course a complex dilemma, but I would argue for the need to include 
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more white-allies, drawing on the work of straight-allies in the LGBT 
equality movement (Stonewall 2011). This will gradually change the 
culture of higher education and it is this culture change that is much 
needed.

Addressing the Institution

Schiebinger’s second area is the institution/organisation and focusing on 
this will help address the culture. It is also the area that the ECU Race 
Charter Mark focuses on. One intervention already noted in this book 
by Bhopal, Brown and Jackson is unconscious bias training, including 
being an active bystander. I would concur with that, and if this had 
been in place for Maylor’s experience, maybe an active bystander who 
overheard the conversation would have openly challenged the notion of 
not looking like a governor, or in D’Arcy and Galloway’s chapter, per-
haps there would have been more critical reflection around Gypsies’ and 
Travellers’ prior education experience. The assumption of whiteness as 
the norm needs to be challenged, much like what Arday discusses in his 
chapter.

Unconscious bias training has become increasingly popular over the 
last few years and I consider that to be a good thing, as it may mitigate 
the misrecognition that Burke describes. The training must however be 
done carefully and in a nuanced way, so that those being trained slowly 
understand that everyone is biased and they are not being blamed or 
being told they are racist. That only creates a defensive environment 
which will hinder the self-reflection needed to mitigate unconscious 
bias. It is especially important that any training for an academic audi-
ence should be grounded in the evidence (see ECU 2013a) and the 
trainer is well-versed in the numerous and ever growing body of work 
in this area. Equally vital is that unconscious bias cannot be seen as the 
panacea to the issue of race inequality, there remains of course conscious 
bias and a myriad of other issues that BME people face, such as our 
sense of belonging in the academy.

Reay notes BME students feeling outside when inside elite institu-
tions, and Joseph-Salisbury and Johnson discuss the macroaggressions 
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that result from being outsiders in academia. For students, the link 
between academic success and sense of belonging is well documented 
(see for example Cousin and Cureton 2012; Thomas 2012) so if we 
want to see better degree attainment and success, tackling belonging 
in an institution/organisation is required. The degree attainment gap 
between BME and white graduates is well documented (ECU 2015) as 
Richardson notes in his chapter. Getting a lower class degree also affects 
whether one gets onto a post graduate research course, usually an impor-
tant stepping stone to an academic career. If this issue is not addressed 
we will continue to see low numbers of BME academics and professors. 
The low numbers means there continues to be few role models; these 
role models can be important for students to get a sense of belonging in 
their university (see for example NUS, accessed 2016) and they can also 
be the sponsor some BME people need to provide strategic help to nav-
igate the barriers to progression. Of course, nobody should be made to 
be a role model just because of their ethnicity, and universities must be 
cautious not to overburden senior BME academics with the responsibil-
ity for dealing with race issues just because of their colour.

It is crucial that a sense of belonging is built, especially given the 
current political context. Universities have a duty to promote good 
relations between different groups which will help with belonging. 
However the duty to promote good relations can sometimes come 
into conflict with other duties, like the counter-terrorism duty. Saeed 
explores the experiences of Muslim staff and students, and there is 
increasing scrutiny on Muslim people because of the counter-terrorism 
duty. Universities would do well to carefully consider their responsibili-
ties on managing competing duties and follow guidance (ECU 2013b) 
on managing good relations so that those who feel vulnerable on cam-
pus are not made to feel even more so, and that they don’t belong.

What happens when someone feels they don’t belong? Institutions 
need to give people more opportunities and ways to raise their issues 
and concerns. Saeed discusses how there can be a reluctance to raise 
issues to do with race and if the issues are raised, whether anything 
will be done about it. Higher education institutions must have clear 
ways to allow disclosure of such issues, as noted in the Universities UK 
Changing the Culture report (UUK 2016) and crucially, they must also 
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equip their staff to deal with those disclosures. The constantly changing 
student cohort and the changing use of technology means the institu-
tion must also ensure they repeat communicating disclosure routes in a 
variety of media, working with students’ unions to co-communicate.

Addressing the Knowledge

Schiebinger’s third area of addressing the knowledge gives rise to BME 
people being included and supports that sense of being. One area the 
National Union of Student’s campaign ‘Liberate my degree’1 addresses 
is curriculum which is not reflective of BME people’s lives, experiences 
and knowledge. Andrews’ chapter explores the Black studies movement 
and his institution, Birmingham City University will be the first univer-
sity in Europe to offer a degree in Black Studies. This is of course a step 
in the right direction, but it is also a reflection of how much more needs 
to be done to address decolonising knowledge of the academy.

There needs to be a paradigm shift that considers how our research, 
teaching and knowledge-exchange includes BME people and their expe-
riences. We need more co-creation with students, as Burke suggests, to 
ensure the curriculum is reflective of their lives. To ensure that this is 
taken into consideration, one way of doing this is to ensure that at pro-
gramme approval stage, there are robust questions asked about whether 
the curriculum reflects race diversity in its knowledge as a criteria to 
gain programme approval. There is a growing awareness of this in terms 
of gender, for example the gendered innovations project2 at Stanford 
University, and we would do well to consider how including race diver-
sity makes for better research and knowledge.

1http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/winning-for-students/campaigns/liberatemydegree, accessed 2016.
2https://genderedinnovations.stanford.edu/.

http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/winning-for-students/campaigns/liberatemydegree
https://genderedinnovations.stanford.edu/


22 So What Next? A Policy Response     389

The ECU Race Equality Charter Mark

Many chapters in this collection mention the ECU Race Equality 
Charter Mark as a framework for actions and I would of course agree. 
The basis of the charter mark is collecting good data and evidence and 
devising an action plan to meet targets and objectives—this for me is 
‘doing the doing’ which Pilkington mentions in his chapter.

Given the political context in which the Prime Minister Theresa May 
commissioned the recent government audit on race,3 universities would 
be wise to take action on race inequality now. The audit is a data stock-
take and focuses on government data across the public sector, publish-
ing what data the government has on a digital platform. While it shows 
great disparities and growing racial inequalities, some argue that this 
will result in no real change and just more data. However, if we consider 
that the Prime Minister, in her previous role as Home Secretary did a 
similar exercise on police stop and search by looking at the data from 
individual constabularies and in finding disproportionate stopping of 
Black people pushed for reform of such powers, it may be that data will 
lead her to push for reform in a range of public services.

If universities were to be examined, the ECU Race Charter Mark 
could be a useful way for universities to demonstrate what they are 
doing to address race inequality. Of course the ECU Race Charter Mark 
is not a panacea, it is merely a framework for action. The end goal is not 
about achieving an award, it is about continuous progression to advance 
race equality, and this is the critical point—many universities are slowly 
starting that journey, and we all need to push a bit harder to accelerate 
that pace of change.

3https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/oct/09/audit-lays-bare-racial-disparities-in-uk- 
schools-courts-and-workplaces.

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/oct/09/audit-lays-bare-racial-disparities-in-uk-schools-courts-and-workplaces
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/oct/09/audit-lays-bare-racial-disparities-in-uk-schools-courts-and-workplaces
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