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Universities, white ignorance and historical amnesia

‘...there will be characteristic and pervasive patterns of not seeing and not knowing —
structured white ignorance, motivated inattention, self-deception, historical amnesia, and
moral rationalization — that people of color, for their own survival, have to learn to become
familiar with and overcome in making their case for racial equality.’

Charles W. Mills (2003, p. 190)

It may come as a surprise to some readers to learn that, in the early years of this century, all
universities in Britain faced a series of legally binding responsibilities to address race inequities.
Following the Stephen Lawrence Inquiry Report (Macpherson, 1999) the Race Relations
(Amendment) Act 2000 (RRAA) placed upon universities ‘a statutory general duty to work to
eliminate unlawful racial discrimination, and to promote equal opportunities and good race relations.
The duty is not optional and colleges and universities have to meet it even if they have very few
students from ethnic minority backgrounds’ (CRE, 2002).

Universities were required to analyse information about race equality pertaining to student access and
achievement, and staff recruitment, retention and promotion. This data had to be published alongside
the institutions’ plans to address any inequities that were uncovered. For a brief period, it seemed that
British universities (and institutions across the public sector) would finally have to take race equity
seriously. But the moment was fleeting. Having reviewed the state of universities’ planning, in 2003,
Professor Gus John (one this country’s leading race equality advocates) noted: ‘There is a general
reluctance to address issues of racisms and especially of institutional racisms’ (Curtis & MacLeod,
2003). Currently universities have the option to sign up to the Race Equality Charter — a scheme that
carries no financial penalty/benefit and where research suggests that it is racially minoritized staff
who bear the burden of the necessary workload, but not the rewards (Bhopal & Henderson 2019;
2021). This is what Charles Mills means by ‘structured white ignorance’ and ‘historical amnesia’
(2003). This ‘will to forget’ institutional racism (Tate & Page, 2018: 141) explains how — two decades
on from the RRAA - we come to be responding to an article about a White academic’s ‘challenging
journey’ as they researched students’ experience of anti-Black racism in a university. If the relevant
authorities, including successive governments and university leaders, had delivered on the rhetoric
that followed the Lawrence Inquiry, the system would by now have mainstreamed a concern with race
equity rather than seemly coming to yet another delayed recognition that they even have a problem.



There is growing body of academic scholarship about how racism works in universities (Ahmed,
2012; Arday & Mirza, 2018; Bhopal & Pitkin, 2020; Henry, 2015; Rollock, 2019; Tate & Bagguley,
2019) and yet much of academia responded to 2020°s Black Lives Matter protests with bewilderment -
as if this was the first time that the question of racism had come into view. Elsewhere, the reaction
was even less positive and more strident, e.g. reimagining antiracist campaigns in higher education
(HE) as a threat to civilized discourse and academic rigour (Murray, 2020). Following a year when
HE has experienced unprecedented upheavals, because of a pandemic that closed campuses and
brutally exposed inequities in the kinds of support and resource available to different groups of
students, the government’s priority has been to bring forward legislation to threaten universities in the
name of ‘free speech’ (Williamson, 2021). This is highly relevant because internationally, and
especially in the US and UK, ‘freedom of speech’ has become a weaponized trope in the assault on
progressive politics in general, and antiracism in particular. Current free speech rhetoric ‘functions as
a structure of racialized coercion. The idea of “free speech” is being used to discipline expression,
demand conformity, and reanimate racist discourses as markers of free thinking and expression’
(Titley, 2020, p. 137).

Racism is a deeply embedded, but often subtle and unrecognized, part of the fabric of British HE.
Sometimes the racism is crude and obvious, expressed in name calling and even physical assaults, but
the vast majority of racism in HE is much more subtle. It runs through the ‘business-as-usual’
assumptions and actions that continually centre the interests, fears and fantasies of white people
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2000, p. xvi.). At this point it may be useful to clarify that when critical race
theorists talk about Whiteness, we are not attacking people who identify racially as ‘white’; we are
addressing a set of assumptions and discourses that serve to assure and normalize the domination of
white racial interests; it is, of course, possible for white people to challenge these forces, but it is also
possible for people of colour[!] to speak and act in ways that serve Whiteness (cf. Bell, 1992).

In the reminder of our reply, we will further explore how racism is woven through the past and
present of psychology as a discipline.

Racism and psychology

Since its inception, psychology has closely followed the traditions of the natural sciences, relying on
positivism as the route to objective knowledge and understanding about human behaviour. Through
positivism, psychology holds itself as an objective science free from the influence of bias or politics.
This, however, does not stand up to scrutiny; psychology both influences and is influenced by politics,
and knowledge is not objectively ‘out there’, waiting to be found, but is rather constructed by
researchers and theorists whose understandings are influenced by their positionality. A perhaps well-
known illustration of this is the construction of a mental illness named ‘drapetomania’; once defined
as the cause of enslaved Africans making repeated attempts to flee captivity. Cartwright (1851), the
man who created this name for this ‘condition’, drew on his faith and belief that the Bible had stated
that slaves would be submissive to their masters, and in doing so, should have no desire to run away.
To this end, he saw such behaviour as evidence of pathology; of there being ‘something wrong’ with
slaves who desired freedom. We trust that the absurdity of this is clear. That, rather than
‘pathological’ and in need of psychological diagnosis, these are reasonable and proportionate
responses to dehumanising and unjust circumstances that warrant resistance. ‘Drapetomania’ was a
psychological label used to pathologise a behaviour that threatened the supremacy of white people
and their ‘right’ to enslave others. The use of this label protected the status quo of white supremacy by
constructing resistance to it as irrational and pathological.

Though ‘drapetomania’ is today recognised as pseudoscientific, and an example of scientific racism, a
stain in psychology’s ‘dark past’, mainstream psychology continues to operate in ways that defend the
status quo. Cartwright’s ‘drapetomania’ is but one example of a constructed psychological
phenomenon granted scientific authority despite its conception from a combination of subjective
beliefs and the racist status quo of the time. Although the racism of psychology might be less obvious
on the surface today (especially to white people), psychological knowledge continues to operate from
a position of whiteness that maintains the status quo and benefits white people while positioning



people of colour — particularly those of Black, South Asian, and Middle Eastern heritage — as
inherently inferior. The nature of racism in psychology is institutional, that is to say, the racism is not
only present in the views, assumptions and actions of individuals, it saturates the field itself and is
present in assumptions about our method and concepts. Through a cycle of research, knowledge
production, and curricula, psychology reproduces knowledges and ideas in theory and practice that
uphold racism and white superiority.

In psychological research, people of colour are subjected to what Phoenix (1987) refers to as
‘normalised absence/pathologized presence’. The vast majority of our psychological knowledge is
created by white and western researchers, drawn from samples and experiences of white and western
participants. This absence of people of colour is normalised, and the conclusions of such research are
regarded as generalisable representations and understandings of ‘human behaviour’. This means, then,
that the bulk of our psychological knowledge is based on white and western experiences and
assumptions that have been analysed and interpreted by white and western researchers. These studies
then go on to inform our understanding of the ‘healthy’ and ‘normal’ versus the “‘unhealthy’ and
‘pathological’. Inevitably, these ‘knowledges’ of the ideal ways of being and knowing tend to be
constructed in-line with white, western, and middle-/upper-class interests.

On the other hand, when people of colour are included as participants in research, this is often when
they are positioned as a comparator to the constructed white norm. For example, research frequently
portrays Latinx (in the USA), Pakistani (in the UK) and Black (both USA and UK) as problematic
groups at heightened ‘risk’, who must be investigated to understand discrepancies in health and
wellbeing — all the while positioning these discrepancies as inherently lying within some deficit in the
individual that needs to be drawn out through research and subsequently altered through practice.

This pattern is evident across many topics of interest across subdisciplines of psychology, whereby
people of colour are included in research about racial inequalities in health (e.g., obesity), cognitive
functioning (e.g., intelligence), and more in order to understand what patterns of behaviour among
individuals from these backgrounds are causing these inequalities. Of course, from the outset, this
obscures the possibility of interrogating systemic inequalities in favour of individualising blame and
pathologising victims of racism for the outcomes of the racism they experience. In research that
normalises the absence and pathologises the presence of people of colour, whiteness is positioned as
the unexamined norm and, often, as the pinnacle of ideal psychological functioning; any deviations
from this are constructed as pathological. To this end, psychological knowledge, as constructed
through research, frequently upholds the racist status quo.

With the bulk of our psychological knowledge being created by and for Euro-US populations (Bhatia,
2017), our purportedly ‘objective’ measures tend to reflect the worldview of white, western men (Burr
& Dick, 2017). To this end, the averages based on these measures are based on this specific
subsection of society yet, due to their status as ‘objective’ and scientific measures, are used by
psychologists and researchers to analyse and define human functioning across numerous social
groups. Of course, this means that white men are more likely to be benefitted by these constructions,
while groups deviating from these norms — including other genders, disabled people, and people of
African, Arab, Asian, and Caribbean dissent — are more likely to be constructed as ‘abnormal’ or
outside of the average. Two examples of such measures, widely considered scientific and relied upon
across psychological research, are 1Q (intelligence quotient) and BMI (body mass index). The
histories and conception of both measures are steeped in bias and both are critiqued for their inherent
racism (e.g.,; Azzarito, 2009; Gillborn, D., 2016; Leonardo & Broderick, 2011; Lewontin, Rose &
Kamin, 1984), yet such critiques seem not to have reached the mainstream of psychology, which
remains dedicated to the use of such measures in defining and interpreting human functioning. These
measures cannot be removed from the contexts in which they were created, and knowledge built on
these measures will continue to pathologise people of colour as ‘less than’, in both health and
intelligence, while claiming scientific authority.



These taken-for-granted knowledges in psychology go on to inform psychology curricula in
universities. Accredited by the BPS in the UK, this education is a compulsory step for those wishing
to become practicing and chartered psychologists. Although the BPS (2019) accreditation criteria
refers to fostering critical evaluation among students, evidence is clear that psychology curricula at
best fail to challenge institutional racism and, at worst, reproduce it in their failure to call attention to
the racism of much psychological knowledge and how it operates to maintain the status quo.
Research with students of colour on undergraduate and postgraduate psychology curricula in the UK
demonstrates these failures (Jankowski, Sandle & Gillborn, S., 2018). Students are taught the
influential theories of psychology’s ‘founding fathers’ with little or no acknowledgement of these
theorists’ ties to eugenics and racism. They are taught about theories of human development that are
based on white people and white experiences and yet positioned as globally generalisable while
failing to adequately apply to people of colour (see White, 2004). Students recognise that, when
people of colour are included in knowledge in the curriculum, this is often as a comparator to the
white norm (Gillborn, S., Woolnough, Jankowski & Sandle, 2021). Furthermore, instances where the
Global South is discussed in the curriculum, often portray it as ‘brutish and radical’ in opposition to
the ‘progressive and logical’ West (Ali-Faisal, 2020). These patterns pervade psychological research
and knowledge; they represent a fundamental challenge to psychologists who are serious about equity
(Fazal-Short, 2020).

Final thoughts

Adopting a critical approach to race inequity is always challenging, sometimes profoundly so. It
requires us to understand processes that may appear normal — business-as-usual — but which
systematically exclude, humiliate and traumatize people. For white academics, genuinely engaging
with antiracism it will involve the realization that they currently benefit from these processes (Smoot,
2020). As we have suggested, serious antiracism challenges our assumptions about our work and our
disciplines. For example, Dr Taylor says that they ‘grounded the research in a robust and universal
theory of achievement and wellbeing, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2000).” And
yet SDT, in its claims to universalism, negates the significance of intracultural divides and inequities
around, for example, race, class, gender, and dis/ability. Some might label SDT a ‘colour-blind’
approach, but a more accurate — and less ablist - description is race evasive (Annamma, Jackson &
Morrison, 2017); the approach assumes that race and racism are simply not significant enough to be
taken into account:

... to avoid talking about race is a way to willfully ignore the experiences of people of color,
and makes the goal of erasure more fully discernible. In other words, to use the term ‘evade’
highlights an attempt to obliterate.” (Annamma, et al., 2017, p. 156)

So-called ‘colour-blindness’ pretends to adopt a principled stance that stands aloof from messy and
difficult conversations about race and inequity; but it rests on the lie that we can simply choose to be
unaffected by racist stereotyping, racialised hierarchies and power imbalances that have been built
over centuries and which are remade in countless ways every day. Numerous studies have shown that
supposedly colour-blind approaches — which claim to simply treat all people alike — tends to actively
benefit the already-powerful by defending and extending White racial advantage (Bonilla-Silva, 2006;
Burke, 2019; Haney-Lopez, 2007). This is true of so many of the theories and methods that are
applied routinely, in numerous disciplines, with little or no awareness of how, in practice if not intent,
they encode and entrench deeply racialised assumptions and inequities.

References

Ahmed, S. (2012). On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life. Durham, North
Carolina: Duke University Press.

Ali-Faisal, S.F. (2020). Islamic anti-patriarchal liberation psychology: A framework to decolonize
psychology for Muslims. Feminism & Psychology, 30(3), 1-20.



Annamma, S.A., Jackson, D.D. & Morrison, D. (2017). Conceptualizing color-evasiveness: using
dis/ability critical race theory to expand a color-blind racial ideology in education and society, Race
Ethnicity and Education, 20(2), 147-162, DOI:10.1080/13613324.2016.1248837

Arday, J. & Mirza, H.S. (Eds)(2018). Dismantling Race in Higher Education: Racism, Whiteness and
Decolonising the Academy. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Azzarito, L. (2009). The rise of the corporate curriculum: Fatness, fitness, and whiteness. In J. Wright,
& V. Harwood (Eds.), Biopolitics and the ‘obesity epidemic’: Governing bodies (pp. 183-196).
London: Routledge.

Bell, D. (1992). Faces at the Bottom of the Well: the permanence of racism, New York: Basic Books.

Bhatia, S. (2017). Decolonizing psychology.: Globalization, social justice, and Indian youth identities.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bhopal, K. & Henderson, H. (2019). Advancing Equality in Higher Education: An Exploratory Study
of the Athena SWAN and Race Equality Charters. Birmingham. Centre for Research in Race &
Education, University of Birmingham. https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-social-
sciences/education/reports/advancing-equality-and-higher-education.pdf

Bhopal, K. & Henderson, H. (2021). Competing inequalities: gender versus race in higher education
institutions in the UK, Educational Review, 73:(2), 153-169, DOI:10.1080/00131911.2019.1642305

Bhopal, K. & Pitkin, C. (2020). ‘Same old story, just a different policy’: race and policy making in
higher education in the UK, Race Ethnicity and Education, 23(4), 530-547, DOI:
10.1080/13613324.2020.1718082

Bonilla-Silva, E. (2006). Racism without Racists (2nd ed.). Lanham, Maryland: Rowman &
Littlefield.

British Psychological Society. (BPS).(2019). Standards for the accreditation of undergraduate,
conversion and integrated Masters programmes in psychology.
https://www.bps.org.uk/sites/bps.org.uk/files/Accreditation/Undergraduate%20Accreditation%20Han
dbook%202019.pdf

Burke, M. (2019). Colorblind Racism. Cambridge, United Kingdom: Polity Press.

Burr, V., & Dick, P. (2017). Social constructionism. In B. Gough (Ed.), The Palgrave handbook of
critical social psychology (pp. 59-80). London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Cartwright, S. A. (1851). Diseases and peculiarities of the negro race. DeBow’s Review, XI(1851), 66.

Commission for Racial Equality (CRE)(2002). The duty to promote race equality.: performance
guidelines for colleges and universities. London: CRE.

Curtis, P. & MacLeod, D. (2003, May 23). Universities ‘neglecting’ race laws, The Guardian.
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2003/may/23/highereducation.uk

Delgado, R. & Stefancic, J. (Eds)(2000). Critical Race Theory: the cutting edge. (2nd edn).
Philadelphia: Temple University Press.

Fazal-Short, N. (2020). ‘We need to broaden the conversation to institutional bias’, The Psychologist.
www.bps.org.uk/about-us/diversity-and-inclusion/taskforce




Gillborn, D. (2016). Softly, softly: Genetics, intelligence and the hidden racism of the new geneism.
Journal of Education Policy, 31(4), 365-388.

Gillborn, S., Woolnough, H., Jankowski, G., & Sandle, R. (2021). ‘Intensely white’: Psychology
curricula and the (re)production of racism. [unpublished paper]. Birmingham: Department of
Education and Social Justice, University of Birmingham.

Haney-Lopez, 1. F. (2007). “A Nation of Minorities”: Race, Ethnicity, and Reactionary
Colorblindness. Stanford Law Review, 59(4), 985-1063.

Henry, A. (2015). ‘We especially welcome applications from members of visible minority groups’:
reflections on race, gender and life at three universities, Race Ethnicity and Education, 18(5), 589-
610, DOI: 10.1080/13613324.2015.1023787

Jankowski, G, Sandle, R & Gillborn, S. (2018). "Why is our teaching still mostly white and Western?',
The Psychologist, pp. 6.

Leonardo, Z., & Broderick, A.A. (2011). “Smartness as Property: A Critical Exploration of
Intersections between Whiteness and Disability Studies.” Teachers College Record, 113(10), 2206—
2232.

Lewontin, R.C., Rose, S. & Kamin, L.K. (1984). Not in Our Genes. Biology, Ideology and Human
Nature. London: Pelican Books.

Macpherson, W. (1999). The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry. CM 4262-1. London: The Stationery Office.

Mills, C.W. (2003). From Class to Race: Essays in White Marxism and Black Radicalism. Oxford,
Rowman & Littlefield.

Murray, D. (2020, August 15). British universities have become indoctrination camps. A reckoning is
long overdue. The Telegraph. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/08/15/britains-universities-
have-become-indoctrination-camps-reckoning/

Omi, M. & Winant, H. (1993). On the Theoretical Status of the Concept of Race. In G. Ladson-
Billings & D. Gillborn (Eds)(2004). The RoutledgeFalmer Reader in Multicultural Education (pp. 7-
15) London: RoutledgeFalmer.

Phoenix, A. (1987). Theories of gender and black families. In G. Weiner & A. Madeleine (eds.),
Gender under scrutiny: New enquiries in Education. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Roediger, D.R. (1992). The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working
Class. New York: Verso.

Rollock, N. (2019). Staying Power: the career experiences and strategies of UK Black female
professors. London: University and College Union.

Ryan, R. M. & Deci, E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic
motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.

Smoot, K. (2020, June 29). White people say they want to be an ally to Black people. But are they
ready for sacrifice? The Guardian. https.//www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/29/white-
people-ally-black-people-sacrifice

Tate, S.A. & Bagguley, P. (Eds)(2019). Building the Anti-Racist University. London: Routledge.



Tate, S.A. & Page, D. (2018). Whiteliness and institutional racism: hiding behind (un)conscious bias,
Ethics and Education, 13(1), 141-155, DOI:10.1080/17449642.2018.1428718

Titley, G. (2020). Is Free Speech Racist? Cambridge: Polity Press.

White, J. (2004). Toward a Black psychology. In R. L. Jones (Ed.), Black Psychology (4™ edition).
Hampton, VA: Cobb and Henry.

Williamson, G. (2021, February, 16). Turning the tide on cancel culture will start with universities

respecting free thought. The Telegraph. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2021/02/16/turning-tide-
cancel-culture-will-start-universities-respecting/

Footnote

! ‘Race’ is a social construction, with terms applied differently to different populations at different times

(see Omi & Winant, 1993; Roediger, 1992). The terminology that is used by antiracist activists and scholars,
therefore, changes over time, in reaction to changing understandings and self-identifications. In this paper, we
use ‘people of colour’ as a general reference for people who have been positioned in a racially minoritized status
in society: in this usage, minority refer to a power minority, not necessarily a simple population headcount.



