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This paper examines some of the problems and paradoxes of embodying diversity
for organisations. With reference to a research project based on interviews with
diversity practitioners, as well as personal experience of working within
universities as a Black feminist, this paper explores how diversity becomes a
commitment that requires that those who embody that diversity express happiness
and gratitude. Our very arrival into organisations is used as evidence that the
whiteness of which we speak no longer exists. Most importantly to embody
diversity can mean to be under pressure not to speak about racism. The very talk
about racism is seen as introducing bad feeling into organisations. Drawing on the
work of bell hooks and Audre Lorde, the paper argues that we need to reclaim the
figure of the angry Black feminist, and that we need to refuse the injunction to be
happy objects for the organisation, which means being willing to cause trouble and
being prepared to stay as sore as our points.

Keywords: racism; diversity; emotion; Black feminism

What does it mean to embody diversity? This is a question I have learnt to ask myself
over time. It is an unsettling question. The turn to diversity is often predicated on the
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the hospitality we have received by virtue of our arrival. It is this very structural
position of being the guest, or the stranger, the one who receives hospitality, which
keeps us in certain places, even when you move up. Diversity becomes both a problem
and a paradox for those who embody diversity. This paper contributes to the growing
literature on what diversity might mean specifically for Black feminism (Mirza 2006;
Jones 2006).

What’s my story? Like you, I have many. I started out as an academic in a ‘very
white’ university in the northwest of England. I was in Women’s Studies, having
applied for a job in ‘Black feminism’. The amazement of getting that job; the amaze-
ment of there being that job to get. And yet, it was not comfortable, far from it. They
interviewed four Black feminists for that job. The audience at the talks was all white.
We socialised afterwards, the four of us standing out in a house amongst white people.
Even the carpets were white: no red wine allowed, as if to say, no colour permitted
that will leave a stain. We were shimmering colour in all that whiteness. Standing out
like a sore thumb, you might say. To stand out is to be sore point, before anything can
happen. The desire for you to embody diversity (which can feel like a desire both for
you and for what you embody) comes from the right place (race needs to be made
integral to women’s studies, the core course should be on race). And yet it creates its
sore points. If you embody race for them, then they do race through you, which can
be a way of not doing race. You can also express their commitment to the very idea
of intersectionality. You are the point where the lines meet. A meeting point becomes
a sore point.

I am co-director of the Institute for Women’s Studies. We can’t really do much
about race equality says the Dean in a meeting with Heads of Departments. Rage can
interpellate us; it can get through even our best defences. It’s too difficult, he says. I
send him an email. Saying that you can’t do anything about it is how racism gets
reproduced, I say. The belief that racism is inevitable is how racism becomes inevita-
ble, I point out. (One of the favourite arguments made by senior management was that
the university was ‘very white’ because of its geography - and that you can’t do
anything about geography.) Do something about it, he says. It shouldn’t be up to me,
I reply. And yet, I cannot stay silent. I speak out, I speak up. How quickly we can be
interpellated: it is the right reasons that get us there, even if that’s not where we wish
to get.

Having spoken up, I end up on the race equality team. I am doing something, and
of course I am glad about that, but it is an uneasy gladness. We are writing a race
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same time that he announces that we won’t get any ‘new blood posts’ and that we have
to leave our large offices at the front of the building for small offices at the back.
Never quite viable, no matter what you do. Not being proper is not just about disci-
pline. To be not proper is not only to lack discipline, but to lack discipline in the wrong
way. Anyway, we have to do something. We have to save Women’s Studies. Always,
it is a saving mission. A rescue mission. Always, you are giving out so much energy
for the right to stay. A colleague approaches me from the Management School. She
invites me to co-direct a research project on diversity in education, under the auspices
of what would become the Centre for Excellence for Leadership (CEL), funded by the
Department for Education and Skills. I seize the opportunity. It is a chance and it feels
like a lifeline. Rescuing Women’s Studies took me there (unfortunately that part of it
did not work), and the world of diversity was opened up. As a text-based researcher
by training, I embraced new techniques (talking to people, going to events with the
task of documenting the event for others). I was taught important lessons about how
institutional worlds as life worlds take shape around some bodies and not others.

This paper presents what I learnt from doing this research project, which is to say,
what I learnt from re-inhabiting the diversity world as a Black feminist. I interviewed
20 diversity practitioners in British and Australian universities. In the UK, I attended
numerous conferences on diversity and race equality set up by organisations such as
the Commission for Race Equality (CRE). And I worked as a member of a term, a
diversity team. What I want to explore in the paper will draw on my research but also
on my own experience as being a member of this team. What happened to the research
became a mirror for what the research was about: the unhappy consequences of
embodying diversity. It was the experience of doing this research project that led me
to writing about happiness and the politics of ‘happy diversity’ (Ahmed 2008), as well
as to reflect more on the emotional work of diversity work. This paper amounts to a
series of rather scattered reflections from the field. To scatter is the right kind of verb
for this kind of work: to scatter is to throw here and there, as well as to disperse. The
field of diversity is a field that is dispersed, where things are scattered, and where we
do not quite know how to inhabit its ground.
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appeal of the term for organisations might be what makes the term useful as an
appeal for practitioners.

But what kind of appeal does diversity make? And what is the relation between
diversity and whiteness? In one of my interviews, we discussed a research project on
perceptions of the university that had been funded as part of the university’s commit-
ment to race equality. What did the research reveal? 

OK yes. It was about uncovering perceptions um, about [university] as an employer. …
[university] was considered to be an old boys network, as they called it and white male
dominated and they didn’t have the right perceptions of the [university] in terms of what
it offers and what it brings to the academia. I think most of the external people had the
wrong perceptions about the [university].

And I mean, quotes, there were such funny quotes like librarians they were sitting there
with their cardigans you know. Um, and things like that, they were shocking reports to
read really about how people, external people, perceive the [university] so we have to try
to achieve you know, we have to try to make the [university] an attractive employer.

The politics of diversity has become about what we could call ‘image management’:
diversity work is about generating the ‘right image’, and correcting the wrong one. I
was quite interested in what it meant to be shocked by this image, given what I knew
of the staffing profile of this university. What organises this shock is the presumption
that the perception is what is wrong. According to this logic, people have the ‘wrong
perception’ when they see the organisation as white, elite, male, old-fashioned. In
other words, what is behind the shock is a belief that that the organisation does not
have these qualities: that whiteness is ‘in the image’ rather than ‘in the organisation’.
Diversity becomes about changing perceptions of whiteness rather than changing the
whiteness of organisations. Doing well, or a good performance, would then be about
being perceived as a diverse organisation.

The term ‘diversity’ is appealing as it does not necessarily challenge organisa-
tional culture, even if it allows a change in appearance. Hence, to add ‘diversity’ to a
mission statement does not necessarily add anything, other that than just put an educa-
tional mission in different terms. And yet, the word still has baggage, and still gets
associated with people who ‘look different’. As Nirmal Puwar points out, ‘In policy
terms, diversity has come overwhelmingly to mean the inclusion of people who look
different’ (2004, 1). Ironically, the hope of putting diversity into university documen-
tation is that this word will keep these associations, however problematic they may be.
The point would not be to constitute racial others as the origin of diversity, as what
adds colour to the white face of the university. Rather, insofar as diversity signifies
the presence of racial others, then it might expose how organisations are orientated
around whiteness, around those who are ‘already in place’. The happy smiling face of
diversity would not then simply re-brand the university, but point instead to what gets
concealed by this very image: the inequalities that are behind it, and which give it its
surface appeal.

Being diversity

What does diversity mean for those of us who look different, and who come, in the
very terms of our appearance, to embody diversity? What does ‘being diversity’ do?
As I have suggested, diversity can work as a branding exercise, a way of re-imaging
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the organisation as ‘being diverse’ through having us, those who embody diversity for
them. Diversity becomes a technology of happiness: through diversity, the organisa-
tion is represented ‘happily’ as ‘getting along’, as committed to equality, as anti-racist.
Your arrival is thus a happy occasion for the organisation. But you must smile – you
must express gratitude for having been received. If your arrival is a sign of diversity,
then you are a success story. You turn an action point into an outcome.

Our diversity team experienced the consequences of being a turning point. We
were as it were an outcome, a tick in the box. We were continually reminded that we
were the recipients of generous funding. We were ‘indebted’. The gift economy is a
powerful one. In this case, the gift given is used as evidence of the organisation’s
commitment to diversity and equality. We had a good team, a mixed team, white and
Black feminists working together. Working together and learning from each other, I
would say. But as a team we were also an object of desire. We were the ‘diversity
team’ to them and for them. We embodied diversity for the organisation. They want
your picture, of course. Photographs of Black and white people working together:
these are happy pictures for the organisation. Happy hybridity – that was us, for them.

We are at a meeting for the research projects. The director of the organisation is
present. We talk about our research, drawing on our interviews. They are all so
interested. We are very committed to diversity, the director says, over and over again.
Sometimes the repetition of good sentiment feels oppressive. What are they trying to
convince us of? Enthusiasm can be oppressive, I learn. The occasion becomes about
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took-kits and bullet points. We need to hear about positive experiences. The underly-
ing assumption was that we have to focus on what is good for things to get better. But
what if ‘the good’ – good feeling, good practice, positive stories – is what makes
keeps our attention away from what is bad, from what hurts, from what gets under the
skin, that big scream that you never quite manage to make. In order to avoid people
feeling bad, we have to make them feel good, by speaking about diversity. Our hurt
and rage is blanketed under the warmth of diversity.

We keep speaking about racism. It never amounted to screaming, but it was the
closest we could get. We write our report. We offered critiques of good practice. We
said no to tool-boxes, and gave accounts of racism. It doesn’t take long for the enthu-
siasm to shift into hostility. The director is ‘disappointed’ in the diversity research. We
need more ‘positive stories’. There is too much theory. There is too much focus on
racism (surely you are exaggerating, how can there be so much?). The attacks feel
personal. We are constantly targeted, singled out, made into a case. They never
publish our report.1

I was so angry. I wrote so many letters. I never sent them. It was a reasonable
anger, but I experienced what some of the practitioners I spoke to call ‘the brick wall’;
you come up against the organisation, and all that happens is that you get sore. The
wall keeps its place, so it is you that gets sore. Embodying diversity is a sore point for
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judgement that something is wrong. But then in being heard as angry, your speech is
read as motivated by anger. Your anger is read as unattributed, as if you are against x
because you are angry rather than being angry because you are against X. You become
angry at the injustice of being heard as motivated by anger, which makes it harder to
separate yourself from the object of your anger. You become entangled with what you
are angry about because you are angry about how they have entangled you in your
anger. In becoming angry about that entanglement, you confirm their commitment to
your anger as the truth ‘behind’ your speech, which is what blocks your anger, stops
it from getting through.

Political work becomes harder when your feelings become proximate to their
fantasy. Recently, I published a paper on whiteness in the journal Feminist Theory,
which also included a paper by Suneri Thobani (2007).2 I had previously written about
Thobani’s important critiques of the war against terrorism and the politics of how she
was dismissed as an angry Black woman (Ahmed 2004b). In this special issue,
Thobani’s paper offered a critique of work by Phyllis Chesler, Zilla Eisenstein, and
Judith Butler for it is complicit with imperialism (albeit in very different ways). The
journal publishes alongside her paper a response from Chesler. I cannot believe they
could publish this kind of response by a white feminist to a Black feminist in a special
issue of a feminist journal on whiteness. The response draws on racist vocabularies
with quite extraordinary ease. I go from disbelief to shock to rage. And then resignation.
It will be a good pedagogic tool, I say to a Black feminist colleague at a conference.
It will show students how racism works in academic practices. I don’t convince myself.
I know very well we have no need for any such tools. We have too many already.

What does Chesler say? First, she points to the fact that Thobani is critiquing
‘three Jewish feminists’ (2007, 227, emphasis hers), creating the implication that
Thobani’s critique is motivated by anti-semitism. She describes Thobani’s paper as
‘ideological, not scholarly’ (228) and as trying ‘to pass for an academic or even
intellectual work’ (228). She describes the paper as an ‘angry and self-righteous decla-
ration of war’ (228). She suggests ‘“white” folk have sorrows too’ and then argues that
Thobani ‘is perfectly free to criticise, even to demonize the West, in the West because
she is living in a democracy where academic freedom and free speech are (still) taken
seriously’ (230). The familiarity of these kinds of statements is exhausting. When I
read it, I just thought of Audre Lorde, and how I wished she was here to help us
describe the moment. Even description gets hard at this point.

The Black woman isn’t a real scholar, she is motivated by ideology. The Black
woman is angry. She occupies the moral high ground. The Black woman declares war
by pointing to the complicity of white feminists in imperialism. The Black women is
racist (and we hurt too). The Black woman should be grateful, as she lives in our
democracy. We have given her the right to speak. The Black woman is the origin of
terror, and she fails to recognise violence other than the violence of whites against
Black. After reading Chesler’s response to Thobani, I turned to her book, The New
Anti-Semitism. One sentence more than any other got under my skin: ‘I have known
utterly charming, truly enchanting Muslims. Yes, prick them and they will bleed’
(2003, 15, emphasis mine). Racist speech is most powerful in such expressions of
love: the Muslims bleed, yes, which seems a way of saying they are human, but
implies quite the opposite: there must be a doubt that they are not human, for it to be
even a question as to whether ‘they will bleed’, like we do. The doubt as to whether
‘they will bleed’ is the instrument of violence, of the will to make them bleed. ‘Yes,
prick them and they will bleed’.
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paper I am writing as a Black feminist for Black feminists. We have to choose when and
where to make our points.
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