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It has been less than 10 years since universities have begun to pay any real attention to 
racism within Higher Education (HE). Even now, much of the sector remains seriously 
trapped in an institutional inertia that has its roots in two different sources:  

First, there is the historical and material antecedents of the university as an institutional 
essentially born to serve the interests of white male elites. However, some of the formal 
trappings of elitism may have disappeared, the fact that we still talk about first, second and 
third 'class' degrees, and the perverse obsession with league tables, continues to fuel a 
narrative of elitism and the attendant symbolic violence.  

Second, there still exists huge blind spots about the existence of everyday privileging of 
whiteness. This  is directly related to two factors; the lack of representation of non-white 
staff in positions of power and second, a delusion amongst academics who occupy powerful 
positions that their own critical faculties render them incapable of displaying prejudiced 
beliefs.  

In the present moment, we are seeing a raft of policies and initiatives developed to address 
the question of ‘race’ in HE: we hear about initiatives to: 

• Decolonise the curriculum.  
• Establishment of race equality charters. 
• Training on unconscious bias and diversity awareness,  
• On admissions, the use of contextual data. 
• Black history month etc. 

I/we know that there is nothing new here; the only thing that really surprises me, having 
gone through these very same debates within the local government sector over 25 years 
ago – I used to be what was disparagingly termed a ‘race’ trainer, but that’s another story – 
why it has taken so long to get to this point? It also begs the question, what does this tell us 
about the nature of UK universities?  

Still, one must not begrudge these new (old) initiatives are to be welcomed. However, as 
Frederik Douglas, in a speech on West India Emancipation in New York on August 3 1857, 
noted, “Power concedes nothing without a demand. It never did and it never will".  

I have come to the belief that the only way to get sustained and meaningful change is to 
mount an insurgency. It is not enough to simply expect the sector, which is full of ‘really nice 
educated’ people to change without a demand. Indeed, it is this self-deception as bastions 
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of reason, research, logic and enlightenment, that has rendered universities blind of their 
own complicity in colonialism and imperialism.  

'Insurgency' because of its association with armed struggles feels like a dangerous word. 
Nevertheless, for me to be an insurgent is to operate 'from below', to side with the 
'subaltern' and to resist becoming co-opted by the very same system that one is seeking to 
change. As Spivak notes to work with ‘a self-contained version of the West, is to ignore its 
production by the imperialist project’ (1988: 289).  

Building from the insights gained into the colonial project from writers such as Spivak and 
Fanon, in her book Decolonising Methodologies: Research and Indigenous People (2012), 
Linda Tuhiwai notes:  

‘The reach of imperialism into ‘our heads’ challenges those who belong to colonised 
communities to understand how this occurred ... to recover ourselves, to claim a 
space in which to develop a sense of authentic humanity.’(P63) 

In this regard, the radical pedagogical project discussed at today’s conference serves two 
quite different functions: It certainly is a project of excavating and challenging what Errol 
Lawrence in his chapter in the Empire Strikes Back referred to as ‘common sense ‘racist’ 
ideologies. However, for those like me who were the subjects and victims of racial violence, 
both physical and symbolic, radical pedagogies represented a means for healing and 
recovering our history and Identity, or borrowing from Stuart Hall, of being and of 
becoming.  

Don’t get me wrong, universities are very desirable places, and an insurgent academic, I do 
not deny the university is and can be a place of refuge, but equally, positioned thus, as a 
refugee, is not something to be desired. Moten and Harney (2013) argue the role of the 
insurgent, or what they term the 'subversive intellectual', is to 'sneak into the university and 
steal what one can. To abuse its hospitality, to spite its mission, to join its refugee colony, its 
gypsy encampment, to be in but not of ...'  

Whilst I have worked hard at assimilating into the university over the past 25 years, I have 
never managed to shed the 'imposter syndrome' or the feeling that I do not belong. I have 
now come to realise that this feeling has an objective reality, which is, how I can ever belong 
to an institution that seeks to deny my worth, my humanity? Indeed, it is the sense of not 
belonging, of ongoing unease, of positioned as the other, that serves as an important 
reminder that below the surface, most other UK universities still function as colonial 
entities. 

But, this is only half the story! The fact that I am still standing, still facing up to and 
confronting white supremacy, and have managed to build deep alliances with black and 
white colleagues, gives me real hope that change is possible. Indeed, in developing my 
thinking about anti-racist pedagogy and decolonisation I have become acutely conscious 
that the job of the educator is not so much to articulate a ‘correct’ version of history but to 
equip students with the critical tools to understand the nature of hegemony and the 
construction of ideas, identity and epistemology.  In this regard, one seeks to avoid a 



simplistic flipping where one ends up privileging of subaltern consciousness. Following  
Spivak, the task of the radical educator is not about defining identities or playing a politics of 
identity, which was the fatal error of multiculturalist approaches,  but about understanding 
(and uncovering) the mechanisms and structures of domination. 

My insurgency sometimes takes place in the open, in the lecture theatre, in conference hall, 
university committee or staff meeting, but very often in closed spaces, where one is able to 
build trust with like-minded people, both black and crucially white. Above all, for me, 
insurgency is about 'breaking a silence and speaking', and through a realisation that I do 
exist, I do matter and I do have thoughts that can make a difference. As the African 
American writer, poet, teacher, librarian and activist, Audre Lorde has taught me 

" I have come to believe over and over again that what is most important to me must 
be spoken, made verbal and shared, even at the risk of having it bruised or 
misunderstood. That the speaking profits me, beyond any other effect..." (Lorde, 
1984: 40). 

Thank you for listening! 
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