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1Institutional Life

What is an institution? I want to start my reflections on
racism and diversity within institutional life by asking
what it means to think about institutions as such. We need
to ask how it is that institutions become an object of diver-
sity and antiracist practice in the sense that recognizing
the institutional nature of diversity and racism becomes a
goal for practitioners. Diversity work is typically described
as institutional work. Why this is the case might seem
obvious. The obvious is that which tends to be unthought
and thus needs to be thought. We can repeat the question
by giving it more force: what counts as an institution?
Why do institutions count?

These questions are foundational to the social sciences.
Emile Durkheim’s definition of sociology is ‘‘the science
of institutions, of their genesis and functioning’’ ([1901]
1982: 45). If the institution can be understood as the object
of the social sciences, then the institution might be how
the social derives its status as science. Durkheim’s descrip-
tion was derived from Marcel Mauss and Paul Fauconnet’s
1901 contribution on sociology to La Grand Encyclopédie
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(see M. Gane 2005: xii). The history of sociology is indeed a history of insti-
tutional thought.

Durkheim’s innovative sociological method suggested that social facts
can be approached as things. Arguably, treating institutions as an object
of sociological inquiry, as social facts, can risk stabilizing institutions as
things. We might stabilize institutions by assuming they refer to what is
already stabilized. Within the humanities, the turn to thinking on the
question of institutions has been predicated on a critique of sociological
models. Samuel Weber’s Institutions and Interpretation (2001), for example,
cites with approval the work of René Lourau, who suggests that the
sociological theories of institutions tend to assume their stability. Institu-
tions, Lourau suggests, have been:

increasingly used to designate what I and others before me have called
the instituted (l’institué), the established order, the already existing
norms, the state of fact thereby being confounded with the state of
right (l’état de droit). By contrast, the instituting aspect (I’instituant) . . .
has been increasingly obscured. The political implication of the socio-
logical theories appears clearly here. By emptying the concept of insti-
tution of one of its primordial components (that of instituting, in the
sense of founding, creating, breaking with an old order and creating a
new one), sociology has finally come to identify the institution with the
status quo. (Weber 2001: xv)

This reading of sociological work on institutions could be described as
presuming the stability of its object (can all ‘‘sociological theories’’ of
institutions be reduced to this identification?). Across a range of social
science disciplines, including economics and political science as well as
sociology, we have witnessed the emergence of ‘‘the new institutional-
ism,’’ concerned precisely with how we can understand institutions as
processes or even as e√ects of processes. Indeed, Victor Nee argues that
the new institutionalism ‘‘seeks to explain institutions rather than simply
assume their existence’’ (1998: 1). To explain institutions is to give an
account of how they emerge or take form. Such explanations require a
‘‘thick’’ form of description, as I suggested in the introduction, a way of
describing not simply the activities that take place within institutions



institutional life 21

(which would allow the institution into the frame of analysis only as a
container, as what contains what is described, rather than being part of
a description) but how those activities shape the sense of an institution
or even institutional sense. The organizational studies scholars James G.
March and Johan P. Olsen suggest that a thick approach to institutions
would consider ‘‘routines, procedures, conventions, roles, strategies, orga-
nizational forms, and technologies’’ (1989: 22). The new institutionalism
aims to think through how institutions become instituted over time (to
‘‘flesh out’’ this how): in other words, to think how institutions acquire the
regularity and stability that allows them to be recognizable as institutions
in the first place. Institutions can be thought of as verbs as well as nouns: to
put the ‘‘doing’’ back into the institution is to attend to how institutional
realities become given, without assuming what is given by this given.∞

The new institutionalism allows us to consider the work of creating
institutions as part of institutional work. Although this chapter does not
engage with the ‘‘new institutionalism’’ literatures in a general sense, I
consider how phenomenology can o√er a resource for thinking about in-
stitutionality.≤ My arguments thus connect with some of the sociological
literature on institutions insofar as the new institutionalism in sociology
has been influenced by phenomenology.≥ Phenomenology allows us to
theorize how a reality is given by becoming background, as that which is
taken for granted. Indeed, I argue that a phenomenological approach is
well suited to the study of institutions because of the emphasis on how
something becomes given by not being the object of perception. Edmund
Husserl (often described as the founder of phenomenology) considers
‘‘the world from the natural standpoint’’ as a world that is spread around,
or just around, where objects are ‘‘more or less familiar, agreeing with
what is actually perceived without themselves being perceived’’ ([1913]
1969: 100). To be in this world is to be involved with things in such a way
that they recede from consciousness. When things become institutional,
they recede. To institutionalize x is for x to become routine or ordinary
such that x becomes part of the background for those who are part of an
institution.

In his later work, Husserl ([1936/54] 1970) came to denote the ‘‘world of
the natural attitude’’ as ‘‘the life-world,’’ the world that is given to our
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immediate experience, a general background or horizon, which is also a
world shared with others. To share a world might be to share the points of
recession. If the tendency when we are involved in the world is to look
over what is around us, then the task of the phenomenologist is to attend
to what is looked over, to allow what is ‘‘overed’’ to surface.∂ In this
chapter, I hope to o√er this kind of attention. My primary aim is to o√er an
ethnographic approach to institutional life that works with the detail of
how that life is described by diversity practitioners. Diversity work could
be described as a phenomenological practice: a way of attending to what
gets passed over as routine or an ordinary feature of institutional life.∑ We
could even say that diversity workers live an institutional life. Dorothy E.
Smith suggests that an institutional ethnography ‘‘would begin in the
actualities of the lives of some of those involved in the institutional pro-
cess’’ (2005: 31). Diversity workers work from their institutional involve-
ment. Diversity practitioners do not simply work at institutions, they also
work on them, given that their explicit remit is to redress existing institu-
tional goals or priorities.

This chapter considers why institutions matter for diversity practition-
ers and explores how an explicit attention to institutions teaches us about
their implicit significance and meaning. I want to think specifically about
institutional life: not only how institutions acquire a life of their own but
also how we experience institutions or what it means to experience some-
thing as institutional. We might also need to consider how we experience
life within institutions, what it means for life to be ‘‘an institutional life.’’
If the life we bracket as our working life is still a life, we need to attend
to the form of this life by attending to what is bracketed by becoming
institutionalized.

Institutionalizing Diversity

A typical goal of diversity work is ‘‘to institutionalize diversity.’’ A goal is
something that directs an action. It is an aiming for. However, if institu-
tionalizing diversity is a goal for diversity workers, it does not necessarily
mean it is the institution’s goal. I think this ‘‘not necessarily’’ describes a
paradoxical condition that is a life situation for many diversity practi-
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tioners. Having an institutional aim to make diversity a goal can even be a
sign that diversity is not an institutional goal.

We could say that practitioners are given the goal of making diversity a
goal. In most of my interviews, practitioners began their story with the
story of their appointment. In the U.K. context, the appointment of o≈-
cers is often about the appointment of a writer, of having someone who
can write the policies that will e√ectively institutionalize a commitment to
diversity.∏ Let’s take the following account: ‘‘I came to [xxx] three and a
half years ago and the reason that they appointed someone, I think, was
because of the compliance with the Race Relations Amendment Act . . .
you come into a position like this and people just don’t know what kind of
direction it’s going to go in, you’re not sort of, there’s nobody helping to
support you, this job does not have support mechanisms and you know
maybe you’re just there, because if you’re not there then the university
can’t say that its dealing with legislation.’’ An appointment becomes a
story of not being given institutional support, as if being ‘‘just there’’ is
enough. An appointment of a diversity o≈cer can thus represent the
absence of wider support for diversity.

The institutional nature of diversity work is often described in terms of
the language of integrating or embedding diversity into the ordinary work
or daily routines of an organization. As one practitioner explains, ‘‘My role
is about embedding equity and diversity practice in the daily practice of
this university. I mean, ideally I would do myself out of a job but I suspect
that’s not going to happen in the short term, so I didn’t want to do that
and I haven’t got the sta√ or money to do it anyway.’’ The diversity worker
has a job because diversity and equality are not already given; this obvious
fact has some less obvious consequences. When your task is to remove the
necessity of your existence, then your existence is necessary for the task.

Practitioners partly work at the level of an engagement with explicit
institutional goals, that is, of adding diversity to the terms in which institu-
tions set their agendas—what we might think of as an institutional pur-
pose or end. To agree on your aims is to o√er an institutional attitude: a set
of norms, values, and priorities that determine what is granted and how.
Edmund Husserl suggests that ‘‘an attitude’’ means ‘‘a habitually fixed
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style of willing life comprising directions of the will or interests that are
prescribed by this style, comprising the ultimate ends, the cultural accom-
plishments whose total style is thereby determined’’ ([1936/54] 1970: 280).
To define or agree on the ends of an institution can thus shape what is
taken for granted by it and within it. A phenomenology of institutions
might be concerned with how these ends are agreed on, such that an
individual accomplishment becomes an institutional accomplishment. An
institution is given when there is an agreement on what should be accom-
plished, or what it means to be accomplished.

An institution gives form to its aims in a mission statement. If diversity
work is institutional work, then it can mean working on mission state-
ments, getting the term ‘‘diversity’’ included in them. This is not to say
that a mission statement simply reflects the aims of the university: as
Marilyn Strathern has shown, mission statements are ‘‘utterances of a
specific kind’’ that mobilize the ‘‘international language of governance’’
(2006: 194–95). Giving form to institutional goals involves following a set
of conventions. This is not to say that mission statements are any less
significant for being conventional; the aim of a convention is still directive.
When I participated in an equality and diversity committee, some of our
discussions were based on how to get ‘‘equality’’ and ‘‘diversity’’ into the
university’s mission statement and other policy statements that were sup-
posed to derive from it. We aimed not only to get the terms in but also to
get them up: to get ‘‘equality’’ and ‘‘diversity’’ cited as high up the state-
ment as possible. I recall the feeling of doing this work: in retrospect or in
abstract, what we achieved might seem trivial (I remember one rather
long discussion about a semicolon in a tag line!), but the task was still
saturated with significance. The significance might be thought of as a
distraction (you work on something you can achieve as a way of not
focusing on—and thus being depressed by—what you cannot) but could
also point to how institutional politics can involve the matter of detail;
perhaps diversity provides a form of punctuation.

However, institutionalization was not simply defined by practitioners
in terms of the formal or explicit goals, values, or priorities of an institu-
tion. Many spoke about institutionalization in terms of what institutions
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‘‘tend to do,’’ whatever it is they say they are doing or should be doing. The very
idea of institutionalization might even denote those tendencies or habitual
forms of action that are not named or made explicit. We can thus think of
institutions in terms of how some actions become automatic at a collec-
tive level; institutional nature might be ‘‘second nature.’’ When an action
is incorporated by an institution, it becomes natural to it. Second nature is
‘‘accumulated and sedimented history,’’ as ‘‘frozen history that surfaces as
nature’’ ( Jacoby 1975: 31).π When history accumulates, certain ways of
doing things seem natural. An institution takes shape as an e√ect of what
has become automatic. Institutional talk is often about ‘‘how we do things
here,’’ where the very claim of a ‘‘how’’ does not need to be claimed. We
might describe institutionalization as ‘‘becoming background,’’ when be-
ing ‘‘in’’ the institution is to ‘‘agree’’ with what becomes background (or
we could speculate that an agreement is how things recede). This becom-
ing background creates a sense of ease and familiarity, an ease that can also
take the form of incredulity at the naiveté or ignorance of the newly
arrived or outsiders. The familiarity of the institution is a way of inhabiting
the familiar.

Institutionalization ‘‘comes up’’ for practitioners partly in their descrip-
tion of their own labor: diversity work is hard because it can involve doing
within institutions what would not otherwise be done by them. As one in-
terviewee describes, ‘‘You need persistence and I think that’s what you
need to do because not everyone has an interest in equity and diversity
issues, so I think it needs to be up there in people’s faces, well not right in
their faces, but certainly up there with equal billing with other consider-
ations, so that it’s always present, so that they eventually think of it
automatically and that it becomes part of their considerations.’’ The aim is
to make thought about equality and diversity issues ‘‘automatic.’’ Diversity
workers must be persistent precisely because this kind of thought is not
automatic; it is not the kind of thought normally included in ‘‘how institu-
tions think,’’ to borrow an expression from the anthropologist Mary Doug-
las (1986). Or as Ole Elgström describes in a di√erent but related context,
such thoughts have to ‘‘fight their way into institutional thinking’’ (2000:
458). The struggle for diversity to become an institutional thought requires
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certain people to ‘‘fight their way.’’ Not only this—the persistence required
exists in necessary relation to the resistance encountered. The more you
persist, the more the signs of this resistance. The more resistance, the more
persistence required.

The institution can be experienced by practitioners as resistance. One
expression that came up in a number of my interviews was ‘‘banging your
head against a brick wall.’’ Indeed, this experience of the brick wall was
often described as an intrinsic part of diversity work. As one practitioner
describes, ‘‘So much of the time it is a banging-your-head-on-the-brick-wall
job.’’ How interesting that a job description can be a wall description (see
figure 1). The feeling of doing diversity work is the feeling of coming up
against something that does not move, something solid and tangible.∫ The
institution becomes that which you come up against. If we recall that most
diversity practitioners are employed by institutions to do diversity (though
not all: some have ‘‘equality’’ and ‘‘diversity’’ added to their job descrip-
tions), then we can understand the significance of this description. The
o≈cial desire to institutionalize diversity does not mean the institution is
opened up; indeed, the wall might become all the more apparent, all the
more a sign of immobility, the more the institution presents itself as being
opened up. The wall gives physical form to what a number of practitioners
describe as ‘‘institutional inertia,’’ the lack of an institutional will to change.

Perhaps the habits of the institutions are not revealed unless you come
up against them. When something becomes a habit, as the psychologist
William James shows, it saves trouble and energy ([1890] 1950: 105):Ω you do
not have to attend to something, it does not have to command your
attention. In a classical work on the sociology of knowledge, Peter L.
Berger and Thomas Luckmann identify the origins of institutionalization
in the very mechanisms of habituation: ‘‘by providing a stable background
in which human activity may proceed with a minimum of decision-
making most of the time, it frees energy for such decisions as may be
necessary on certain occasion. In other words, the background of habitu-
alized activity opens up a foreground for deliberation and innovation’’
(Berger and Luckmann 1967: 71; emphasis added).∞≠ We can see the imme-
diate di≈culty of diversity work: to persist by making diversity into an
explicit institutional end, by bringing diversity to the foreground, stops
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Figure 1. A job description.

diversity from becoming habitual. While habits save trouble, diversity
work creates trouble.

Diversity would be institutionalized when it becomes part of what an
institution is already doing, when it ceases to cause trouble. Some univer-
sities in the United States now have ‘‘o≈ces of institutional diversity.’’ We
need to stay surprised by this; we need the fact of such o≈ces to be
surprising. We need an account of the conditions in which such o≈ces of
institutional diversity make sense. In this formulation, the institutional is
an adjective, as if institutional diversity is a particular kind of diversity.
Such o≈ces are also where institutional diversity happens: they institute
institutional diversity. How does the institutional diversity get instituted?
There is no doubt there is work involved. An example:

A commitment to diversity is an integral part of the University’s educa-
tional mission. The institution’s mission statement says in part that the
University ‘‘endeavors to prepare the university community and the
state for full participation in the global society of the 21st century.
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Through its programs and practices, it seeks to foster the understand-
ing of and respect for cultural di√erences necessary for an enlightened
and educated citizenry.’’ The mission of the O≈ce of Institutional Di-
versity is to lead a focused institutional e√ort to evaluate existing pro-
grams and develop new initiatives to support diversity and equity at the
University. The O≈ce of Institutional Diversity seeks to ensure a Uni-
versity where people of many di√erent backgrounds and perspectives
join together to actively advance knowledge. As a community dedi-
cated to scholarship, research, instruction, and public service and out-
reach, we recognize the importance of respecting, valuing and learning
from each other’s di√erences while seeking common goals. The O≈ce
of Institutional Diversity will provide the leadership to establish the
University as a national and international model in creative ways to
address diversity and equity issues in an academic setting.

Note how this statement directly quotes from the mission statement that
describes the purpose of the institution. The O≈ce of Institutional Diver-
sity is set up by the institution to institute its commitment to diversity,
proving leadership, shaping values, and enabling conversations. The o≈ce
promotes a culture in which diversity is valued as part of an educational
mission. The fact of this o≈ce is both an expression of the institution’s
commitment to diversity and how that commitment will be expressed.
The o≈ce will ‘‘lead a focused institutional e√ort.’’ To institutionalize
diversity requires institutional e√ort within an institution. We might even
say that the university as an institution will do diversity through what the
o≈ce does; it provides the ‘‘institutional’’ in ‘‘institutional diversity.’’

To embed diversity within an institution involves working with the
physicality of the institution: putting diversity into the organizational flow
of things. I noticed how diversity practitioners often use the metaphor of
the institution as an organic body. This metaphor has a long history as the
idea of the social body (see Poovey 1995). The institution, in being imag-
ined as an organic body, is understood as a singular entity made of multiple
interrelated parts, all of which contribute to the health or well-being of
that body.∞∞ Indeed, organic and mechanical metaphors are used simulta-
neously as ways of describing the institution. Both metaphors work to
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convey an entity that is made up of parts, where the communication
between parts is essential to an overall performance. Structures of gover-
nance make an institution into a body or machine: there is a system of
distribution, with paths that transfer materials to each part, each assumed
to have their own function or purpose, each participating in the overall
health of the body or machine. Practitioners do not simply aim for diver-
sity to become part of an organizational body or machine; they want
diversity to go through the whole system.

Diversity practitioners thus develop techniques for embedding diversity
or making diversity given. As one practitioner described to me: ‘‘There are
di√erent ways that you can make diversity a given because it’s actually part
of the way you do things. Before it becomes that you have to recognize the
value of it and I suppose that’s what I mean by it becoming a given: the
university is aware of the value of it on a range of levels and that it wants to
benefit from the community of voices that can be heard and act through
that diversity.’’ This comment might remind us that all givens must be-
come given. Perhaps when givens are given, we can forget about this
becoming; to quote from Hannah Arendt, when something is given it
‘‘loses the air of contingency’’ (1978: 30).∞≤ If the task of embedding diversity
is to find ways to make diversity become given, then diversity has an ‘‘air of
contingency.’’ Note as well that to make diversity a given requires achiev-
ing institutional recognition of the value of diversity. Such recognition
involves an appreciation not only of the value of the term but also of a
‘‘community of voices.’’ To value diversity is to value those who can ‘‘be
heard and act’’ under its name.

To recognize diversity requires that time, energy, and labor be given to
diversity. Recognition is thus material as well as symbolic: how time,
energy, and labor are directed within institutions a√ects how they surface.
Diversity workers aim to intervene in how the institution surfaces. Doing
diversity work can mean passing ‘‘diversity’’ around, both as a word and in
documents, as I discuss further in the following two chapters. As one
practitioner describes, ‘‘I have a general circulation that goes to a diverse
group of people, and if it doesn’t get through one way it will get through
another, by using about two or three di√erent strategies of the circulation
pool, in the end it must get there.’’ Diversity work is about getting diver-
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sity into circulation, such that it can reach diverse people. Circulating
diversity can be the aim of diversity work, which of course can bypass the
question of what is being circulated. You get ‘‘it’’ out one way or another.
Doing diversity requires expanding one’s means of circulating informa-
tion; for practitioners, diversity work is often about developing diverse
communication strategies. We might even say that diversity workers are
communication workers. You do diversity by working out how to circu-
late the matter of diversity around.

The importance of circulation systems to diversity work should not be
underestimated. Arguably all institutional work involves the gradual re-
finement of systems for getting information through to those employed
by the institution. My discussions with practitioners taught me that com-
munication becomes an end as well as a means for certain kinds of work
within universities. When your task is to get out information that is less
valued by an organization, the techniques for moving information around
become even more important. You have to persist because there is a resis-
tance to the information getting through: to refer back to an earlier quote,
‘‘You need persistence and I think that’s what you need to do because not
everyone has an interest in equity and diversity issues.’’ This practitioner
usefully describes diversity work in terms of getting it ‘‘up there.’’ Other
practitioners talk about diversity work as putting stu√ or material in the
right places: ‘‘She is vigilant about constantly putting the stu√ up on the
table, so she is raising the awareness and putting it on the executive agenda
so it’s being seen to be part and parcel of university, so that I think is an
extraordinarily important thing.’’ To be part of the university requires
tabling: diversity workers have to put stu√ ‘‘on the table.’’ I consider how
the language of diversity o√ers a way of getting people to the table in the
following chapter.

Organizations can be considered as modes of attention: what is at-
tended to can be thought of as what is valued; attention is how some
things come into view (and other things do not). Diversity work involves
the e√ort of putting diversity into the places that are already valued so that
diversity can come into view. Because ‘‘looking at equity groups is some-
thing that doesn’t grab people’s attention,’’ practitioners suggest you have
to ‘‘promote it’’ so that ‘‘it is about being cognizant of the diversity in front
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of you in a whole range of ways.’’ One practitioner based in the United
Kingdom describes her main problem as ‘‘competing for institutional at-
tentions, the rae∞≥ has been right in front of people’s faces.’’ Institutions
have faces not simply in the sense that they are pictured but also in the
sense that they have a direction; to have a direction is to face a certain way.
To make diversity given thus requires institutional redirection.

Practitioners also describe their task as finding out who within the
organization will speak up for diversity as a way of getting it into institu-
tional conversations: ‘‘We’ve got some people on the senate, which is our
governing body, and they have been interested in diversity. I don’t think
previously they ever saw it as particularly part and parcel of the central
business of the university, so there’s a combination of things that have
happened. Since I’ve been here I’ve also totally restructured the univer-
sity’s equity and diversity committee structure. That has involved people
at the senate level and debate at [the] senate about the university’s equity
and diversity strategies. That’s put equity and diversity on the agenda for
[the] senate in a way that it’s never been before.’’ Putting equality and di-
versity on the agenda can be about getting or keeping certain people in the
important committees, as well as getting important people on the diver-
sity committees. Having diversity people—those interested in diversity—
in the governing bodies of the institution allows diversity to become ‘‘part
and parcel’’ of what the institution is doing, to become ‘‘central business.’’

Diversity workers thus spend a lot of time identifying the people in an
organization who are willing to speak up about diversity in meetings.
They have to be very mobile: willing to speak to all university employees,
willing to attend any meetings, at any time. One practitioner describes this
labor in a vivid way: ‘‘Well you do, you do, and that’s one of the things
about our sort of jobs is that you are traveling around the university and
you are in and out of many, many di√erent forums and talking to all sorts
of people, going to meetings that involve the vice chancellor or running a
training program for teachers, you go across the whole range of the
university and it can be quite challenging. . . . It is a unique position within
the university, there’s no other section of the university that is across the
whole university in quite the same way that we are. You get sick of driving
between campuses.’’ Diversity work thus requires an intense form of phys-
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Figure 2. Diversity Weeks have become part of the official calendar of events. Graphic
produced for the University of Queensland Diversity Week 2010. DESIGN BY JENELLE

PHILLIPS, FROM THE UNIVERSITY’S OFFICE OF MARKETING AND COMMUNICATIONS.

ical and institutional mobility. To keep diversity moving, diversity workers
have to be on the move.

Diversity workers thus align their own o≈ces (if they have an o≈ce),
and their own bodies, with the o≈cial lines of the institution. Diversity
becomes physically embedded within the university through these multi-
ple alignments: in some cases, leading to diversity weeks, prizes, and events
becoming part of an o≈cial calendar of events (see figure 2). Diversity
workers have to work with the organization as a physical body, working
out the mechanisms of distribution through which it reproduces the condi-
tions of its existence. This is why diversity workers are often extremely
knowledgeable about how universities work, where things go, and where
things get stuck. I am referring here not only to knowledge about the
nature or character of specific institutions (which I discuss in more detail in
the next chapter) but also to a more practical knowledge about the infor-
mal mechanisms and influences that allow some things to become institu-
tional priorities rather than others. As one practitioner described, ‘‘There
are informal influences that act as blocking agents that stop conversations
from even taking place.’’ Diversity workers are institutional plumbers:
they develop an expertise in how and where things get stuck. Diversity
strategies could be described as techniques for unblocking institutional
blockages. The mechanical aspect of diversity work is revealed most explic-
itly when the institution is working: when diversity is blocked, institutional
conversations stop diversity from becoming part of the conversation.
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Institutional Whiteness

We learn from the pragmatics of organizations: how they circulate matter
is a reflection of what matters. Diversity work is thus pragmatic work: you
work with the very matter of an institution when you institutionalize
diversity. How does diversity work relate to the project of challenging
institutional whiteness? Nirmal Puwar argues that diversity has come
‘‘overwhelmingly to mean the inclusion of people who look di√erent’’
(2004: 1). The very idea that diversity is about those who ‘‘look di√erent’’
shows us how it can keep whiteness in place. If diversity becomes some-
thing that is added to organizations, like color, then it confirms the white-
ness of what is already in place. Alternatively, as a sign of the proximity of
those who ‘‘look di√erent,’’ diversity can expose the whiteness of those
who are already in place. To diversify an institution becomes an institu-
tional action insofar as the necessity of the action reveals the absence or
failure of diversity.

Our diversity research team noticed this: the organization we worked
for wanted to picture our team in picturing the organization. When
our team was their picture, it created the impression that the organiza-
tion was diverse. Arguably this was a false impression: the other teams
were predominantly white. On the other hand, when our team was pic-
tured, it helped expose the whiteness of the other teams. Even if diver-
sity can conceal whiteness by providing an organization with color, it
can also expose whiteness by demonstrating the necessity of this act of
provision.

We need to think about the relationship between diversity and what we
might call ‘‘institutional whiteness.’’ We can think about how diversity
involves a repicturing of an institution. The institution might not have an
intrinsic character, but it is given character in part by being given a face.
Diversity might create a new image of the institution or even a new
institutional face. In the diversity world, there is a great deal of investment
in images. Diversity might even appear as image, for example, in the form
of the multicultural mosaic, as Elaine Swan (2010b) has carefully analyzed.
An institutional image is produced in part for external others. The invest-
ment in diversity images might teach us about the importance of diversity
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as a way of managing the relationship between an organization and exter-
nal others (as I explore later, diversity becomes a form of public relations).

Organizations manage their relation to external others by managing
their image. This management can take the form of what speakers in a 2005
conference organized by the Commission for Racial Equality referred to as
‘‘perception data,’’ that is, data collected by organizations about how they
are perceived by external communities. In one interview with sta√ from a
human resources department, we discussed such a research project:

It was about uncovering perceptions, um, about the [xxx] as an em-
ployer. . . . [xxx] 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 [xxx] in terms of what it o√ers and what it brings to
the academia. I think most of the external people had the wrong per-
ceptions about the [xxx].

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

There are issues of perception amongst certain communities, which are
stopping them from reaching us.

Diversity work becomes about generating the ‘‘right image’’ and correct-
ing the wrong one. I was quite interested that they were shocked by this
image, given what I knew of the sta≈ng profile of this university. What
organizes this shock is the presumption that the perception is the problem.
According to this logic, people have the ‘‘wrong perception’’ when they
see the organization as white, elite, male, old-fashioned. In other words,
behind the shock is a belief that the organization does not have these
qualities: that whiteness is ‘‘in the image’’ rather than ‘‘in the organiza-
tion.’’ Diversity becomes about changing perceptions of whiteness rather than
changing the whiteness of organizations. Changing perceptions of whiteness
can be how an institution can reproduce whiteness, as that which exists
but is no longer perceived.
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I think the final comment, ‘‘there are issues of perception amongst cer-
tain communities, which are stopping them from reaching us,’’ is particu-
larly suggestive. The ‘‘certain communities’’ is an implicit reference to
communities of color: race often appears under the euphemism of com-
munity, an appearance that is a disappearance (see Ahmed et al. 2006: 30).
The implication is that the institution does not reach such communities—
it does not include them—because they perceive the institution as excluding
them. The problem of whiteness is thus redescribed here not as an institu-
tional problem but as a problem with those who are not included by it.

What would it mean to talk about whiteness as an institutional prob-
lem or as a problem of institutions? When we describe institutions as being
white, we point to how institutional spaces are shaped by the proximity of
some bodies and not others: white bodies gather and create the impres-
sion of coherence. When I walk into university meetings, this is just what I
encounter. Sometimes I get used to it. At one conference we organized,
four Black feminists arrived. They all happened to walk into the room at
the same time. Yes, we do notice such arrivals. The fact that we notice
them tells us more about what is already in place than about ‘‘who’’
arrives. Someone says, ‘‘It is like walking into a sea of whiteness.’’ This
phrase comes up, and it hangs in the air. The speech act becomes an
object, which gathers us around.

When an arrival is noticeable, we notice what is around. I look around
and re-encounter the sea of whiteness. I had become so used to this
whiteness that I had stopped noticing it. As many have argued, whiteness
is invisible and unmarked, as the absent center against which others ap-
pear as points of deviation (Dyer 1997; Frankenberg 1993). Whiteness could
be described as a habit insofar as it tends to go unnoticed (Sullivan 2006:
1).∞∂ Or perhaps whiteness is only invisible to those who inhabit it or those
who get so used to its inhabitance that they learn not to see it, even when
they are not it.

If we get used to inhabiting whiteness (it can be a survival strategy to
learn not to see it, to learn not to see how you are not reflected back by
what is around), it does not mean whiteness does not still a√ect us. One of
the pleasures of doing this research was going to policy events on equality
and diversity where I did not encounter a sea of whiteness.∞∑ I encountered
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a sea of brownness. I am well aware of the dangers of what Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak calls—in the context of a critique of the assumption of
the ‘‘transformativity’’ of global feminism—‘‘the body count’’ (2000: 128,
see also Alexander 2005: 135). But numbers can be a√ective. It can be
surprising and energizing not to feel so singular. When you inhabit a sea of
brownness as a person of color, you might realize the e√ort of your pre-
vious inhabitance, the e√ort of not noticing what is around you. It is like
how you can feel the ‘‘weight’’ of tiredness most acutely as the tiredness
leaves you. To become conscious of how things leave you is to become
conscious of those things. We might become even more aware of white-
ness as wearing when we leave the spaces of whiteness.

The labor required to leave whiteness is also worth noting: in some
institutional contexts, it is hard work not to reproduce the whiteness of
events. I attended a conference on sexuality in 2011 that was a very white
event (this is not unusual for academic events in the United Kingdom—
whiteness is the norm). So, yes, I looked around the audience and encoun-
tered a sea of whiteness. The event was also structured around whiteness;
all the plenary speakers were white. I had pointed out the problem with
having all white plenary speakers to the conference organizers in advance
of the event, hoping they might do something about it (but as I note in my
conclusion, being asked to make up numbers after an event has been
advertised can be a problem: we need not to be in the position of making
such points or making up the numbers in the first place). When I turned
up at the event, all the plenary speakers were white (is there a ‘‘still’’ before
this ‘‘white’’? Is whiteness something that can be described as ‘‘still’’?). I
was relieved that a black caucus had been set up by someone in the
organizing team who was an activist of color; at the same time, I was
cautious. Did giving the people of color a space allow the event to stay
white? The caucus was explicitly framed as a space for all participants of
color; whatever my caution, I was relieved to have the space when the
time came; it can be tiring, all that whiteness.

What happened? Who turned up? All in all, ten people came to the
black caucus, four of whom identified themselves as white. The organizer
handed out a description of the event that made explicit that it was for
people of color. No one left after reading the description. For understand-
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able reasons, the organizer did not want to insist on anyone leaving. We
sat in a circle and took turns speaking about why we had come to the
event. I was very uncomfortable. I had expected this time and space to be a
chance to talk to other people of color. It felt as if the one space we had
been given—to take a break from whiteness—had been taken away. From
the accounts o√ered, there were clearly di√erent ways that white people
had given themselves permission to turn up at a black caucus: being
interested in questions of race; a sense of solidarity, alliance, and friend-
ship; a desire to be at a workshop rather than a traditional academic ses-
sion; a belief that race didn’t matter because it shouldn’t matter. Those of
us of color tried hard—in di√erent ways—to speak about why we wanted
this event to be a person of color event. Someone mentions that it was
interesting that a black caucus would have 40 percent white people; she
used percentages, I think, because numbers can be a√ective. I talked about
the relief of entering queer space after the fatigue of being in straight space
as a way of making an implicit analogy, an appeal for recognition. Even-
tually, a white person left in recognition—and gave recognition—that we
needed a space of relief from whiteness. A second person followed, but
aggressively, saying we had made her unwelcome, forced her to leave. One
by one the white people left, each o√ering an account of leaving, and a
di√erent account of why they had come. When the black caucus became
itself, such joy, such relief ! Such humor, such talk! What I learned from this
occasion was the political labor that it takes to have spaces of relief from
whiteness. I also realized the di√erent ways that whiteness can be ‘‘occupy-
ing.’’ Although the aggressive way of leaving was the most obviously di≈-
cult to deal with, we also need to account for the more sympathetic or
caring ways of leaving the space. They may help us explore how whiteness
can be occupying through or as care (what we might call simply a caring
whiteness or even a sorry whiteness). I was struck how apology can be a
form of permission: how apologizing for turning up at a person of color
event as a white person might be a way of giving oneself permission to do
so. The struggle against the reproduction of whiteness is a struggle against
these forms of permission.

When bodies gather, it creates an impression. We can think of the ‘‘con-
vene’’ in convention. A convention is a meeting point, a point around
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which bodies gather. Whiteness is a name we give to how some gatherings
become conventions. Nirmal Puwar describes in Space Invaders (2004) how
white bodies become somatic norms within spaces and how nonwhite
bodies can feel ‘‘out of place’’ within those spaces. An institutional norm is
a somatic norm when it takes the form of a white body. Institutional
norms can refer to the explicit rules or norms of conduct enforced by an
institution (through a system of awards and sanctions). If we think of insti-
tutional norms as somatic, then we can show how by assuming a body,
institutions can generate an idea of appropriate conduct without making
this idea explicit. The institute ‘‘institutes’’ the body that is instituting,
without that body coming into view. If institutional whiteness describes
an institutional habit, then whiteness recedes into the background.

Researching diversity involved me in lots of conversations about white-
ness as a kind of surround or just as what is around. You can feel estranged
from an around. In an informal conversation, one practitioner talked
about her sense of alienation from her college. She talked about the experi-
ence of being surrounded by whiteness: ‘‘It’s not just the people here now.
They even name the buildings after dead vcs [vice chancellors].’’ Acts of
naming, of giving buildings names, can keep a certain history alive: in the
surroundings you are surrounded by who was there before. A history of
whiteness can be a history of befores.

This practitioner also talked about a decision made by her institution to
include photographs of the senior management team on the university
website. The photographs were all of white men of a certain age. She
relayed how when she was looking at the website, a friend of hers looked
over her shoulder and asked, ‘‘Are they related?’’ When she told me this
story, we couldn’t stop laughing. There is a lot of humor in sharing the
world of diversity, based on the shared recognition of and alienation from
what is reproduced as an institutional given. An institutional logic can be
understood as kinship logic: a way of ‘‘being related’’ and ‘‘staying re-
lated,’’ a way of keeping certain bodies in place. Institutional whiteness is
about the reproduction of likeness. Whiteness is a form of likeness that is
not always revealed: precisely given that whiteness is often individuated or
made ‘‘quirky.’’

Institutions are kinship technologies: a way of ‘‘being related’’ is a way
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of reproducing social relations. They also function to generate what we
might call likability. It is not just a question of ‘‘being like’’ what an organi-
zation is like. It is not just an appearance of likeness that shapes the terms
of an appearance. In an equal opportunities workshop I attended, some-
one made a comment that stuck with me. She said how a common talk
during appointment panels is about whether such-and-such a candidate
would ‘‘fit in’’ with the department. The measure of fitting in is indicated
by the expression ‘‘the kind of person you could take down to the pub.’’
Wanting to work with those who can inhabit a shared social space might
seem like a rather ordinary aspiration. But the very desire for a shared
social space can be a desire that restricts to whom an institutional space is open
by imaging a social space that is not open to everyone. The likable candi-
date (the one we would like to ‘‘hang out’’ with) might be determined as a
relation of likeness. In turn, the reference to a leisure space as a measure of
recruitability shows how organizational habits are revealed in casual and
informal conduct. When the rules are relaxed, we encounter the rules.

The institutionalization of whiteness involves work: the institution
comes to have the form of a body as an e√ect of this work. It is important
that we do not reify institutions by presuming they are simply given and
that they decide what we do. Rather, institutions become given, as an
e√ect of decisions made over time, which shapes the surface of institu-
tional spaces. Recruitment functions as a technology for the reproduction
of whiteness. We can recall that Althusser’s model of ideology is based on
recruitment:

ideology ‘‘acts’’ or ‘‘functions’’ in such a way that it ‘‘recruits’’ subjects
among the individuals (it recruits them all), or ‘‘transforms’’ the indi-
viduals into subjects (it transforms them all) by the very precise opera-
tion which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be
imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or
other) hailing: ‘‘Hey you there.’’ (1971: 163)

The subject is recruited by turning around, which immediately associates
recruitment with following a direction, one that takes the line of an ad-
dress. To recruit can suggest both to renew and to restore. The act of
recruiting new bodies can restore the body of the institution. Becoming
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part of an institution, which we can consider as the demand to share in it
or have a share of it, requires not only that one inhabits its buildings but
that one follows its lines. We might start by saying ‘‘we’’; by mourning its
failures and rejoicing in its successes; by reading the documents that circu-
late within it, creating vertical and horizontal lines of communication; by
the chance encounters we have with those who inhabit the grounds. To be
recruited by an institution is not only to join up but also to sign up: to
inhabit is to turn around as a return of its address.

Furthermore, recruitment creates the very idea of the institution, what
it imagines as the ideal that working there means working toward. When
we begin to think about the institutionalization of whiteness, we are
asking how whiteness becomes the ideal of an organization. As scholars in
critical management studies have shown us, organizations ‘‘tend to recruit
in their own image’’ (Singh 2002: 3). One of the diversity workers I inter-
viewed in Australia spoke directly about cloning as an institutional logic.
As she describes: ‘‘Cloned groups are the people where we actually want
to replicate ourselves and are only employing people who are like us
because of our comfort zone and familiarity because we believe they are
the same as us with that whole projecting stu√ when actual fact they
probably aren’t—people do grow to be similar or more alike.’’ The ‘‘hey
you’’ is not just addressed to anybody: some bodies more than others are
recruited, those that can inherit and reproduce the character of the organi-
zation, by reflecting its image back to itself, by having a ‘‘good likeness.’’
There can be comfort in reflection. Note that there is an invitation in
proximity—to become more alike, to acquire a better likeness. The word
‘‘comfort’’ suggests well-being and satisfaction, but it can also suggest an
ease and easiness. Comfort is about an encounter between bodies and
worlds, the promise of a ‘‘sinking’’ feeling. If white bodies are comfortable
it is because they can sink into spaces that extend their shape.

To inhabit whiteness as a nonwhite body can be uncomfortable: you
might even fail the comfort test. It can be the simple act of walking into
the room that causes discomfort. Whiteness can be an expectation of who
will turn up. A person of color describes: ‘‘When I enter the room there is
shock on people’s faces because they are expecting a white person to come
in. I pretend not to recognize it. But in the interview there is unease
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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 uncomfortable because they were not expecting me—perhaps
they would not have invited me if they knew I was black and of course I am
very uncomfortable. I am wondering whether they are entertaining any
prejudice against me’’ (cited in Ahmed et al. 2006: 77).∞∏ They are not
expecting you. Discomfort involves this failure to fit. A restlessness and
uneasiness, a fidgeting and twitching, is a bodily registering of an unex-
pected arrival.

The body that causes their discomfort (by not fulfilling an expectation
of whiteness) is the one who must work hard to make others comfortable.
You have to pass by passing your way through whiteness, by being seam-
less or minimizing the signs of di√erence. If whiteness is what the institu-
tion is oriented around, then even bodies that do not appear white still
have to inhabit whiteness. One person of color describes how she mini-
mizes signs of di√erence (by not wearing anything perceived as ‘‘ethnic’’)
because she does not want to be seen as ‘‘rocking the boat’’ (cited in
Ahmed et al. 2006: 78; see also chapter 5). The invitation to become more
alike as an invitation of whiteness is about becoming more comfortable or
inhabiting a comfort zone.

Bodies stick out when they are out of place. Think of the expression
‘‘stick out like a sore thumb.’’ To stick out can mean to become a sore
point, or even to experience oneself as being a sore point. To inhabit
whiteness as a not-white body can mean trying not to appear at all: ‘‘I have
to pretend that I am not here because I don’t want to stick out too much
because everybody knows I am the only black person here’’ (cited in
Ahmed et al. 2006: 77). When you stick out, the gaze sticks to you. Sticking
out from whiteness can thus reconfirm the whiteness of the space. White-
ness is an e√ect of what coheres rather than the origin of coherence. The
e√ect of repetition is not then simply about a body count: it is not simply a
matter of how many bodies are in. Rather, what is repeated is a very style
of embodiment, a way of inhabiting space by the accumulation of gestures of
‘‘sinking’’ into that space. As George Yancy describes, ‘‘white bodies move
in and out of these spaces with ease, paying no particular attention to
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their numbers or looking for bodies that resemble their own. They are at
home’’ (2008: 40). If whiteness allows some bodies to move with comfort,
to inhabit that space as home, those bodies take up more space.

It might seem problematic to describe whiteness as something we ‘‘pass
through.’’ Such an argument could make whiteness into something sub-
stantive, as if it has an ontological force of its own, which compels us and
even ‘‘drives’’ action. It is important to remember that whiteness is not
reducible to white skin or even to something we can have or be, even if we
pass through whiteness. When we talk about a ‘‘sea of whiteness’’ or
‘‘white space,’’ we talk about the repetition of the passing by of some
bodies and not others. And yet nonwhite bodies do inhabit white spaces;
we know this. Such bodies are made invisible when spaces appear white, at
the same time as they become hypervisible when they do not pass, which
means they ‘‘stand out’’ and ‘‘stand apart.’’ You learn to fade in the back-
ground, but sometimes you can’t or you don’t.

That the arrival of some bodies is more noticeable than others reveals
an expectation of who will show up. The word ‘‘expect’’ derives from the
Latin verb spectare, ‘‘to look.’’ An expectation of who will turn up is not
only an expectation of how they will look but also a looking for or a
looking out for. An expectation can be hopeful and directive. If you expect
such-and-such to turn up, and they turn up, an expectation has been met.

Diversity can also involve a ‘‘looking out for.’’ A typical statement in a
job advertisement for public sector organizations is ‘‘women and ethnic
minorities encouraged to apply,’’ although this mode of address is in-
creasingly changing to a tagline such as ‘‘xxx is an equal opportunities
employer,’’ or even ‘‘xxx promotes diversity.’’ I suspect, however, that the
tagline preserves the implication of the address it replaces, conveying
without naming the minority subject. The logic exercised here is one of
‘‘welcoming,’’ premised on a distinction between the institution as host
and the potential employer as guest. To be made welcome by an explicit
act of address works to reveal what is implicit: that those who are already
given a place are the ones who are welcoming rather than welcomed, the
ones who are in the structural position of hosts.

The logic often used when diversity is institutionalized could be de-
scribed in terms of ‘‘conditional hospitality’’ (Derrida 2000: 73; Rosello
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2001): the other (the stranger, foreigner) is welcomed with conditions or
on condition.∞π Rauna Johanna Kuokkanen describes how the academy
‘‘presents itself as a welcoming host but not without conditions’’ (2007:
131). When diversity becomes a form of hospitality, perhaps the organiza-
tion is the host who receives as guests those who embody diversity. White-
ness is produced as host, as that which is already in place or at home. To be
welcomed is to be positioned as the one who is not at home. Conditional
hospitality is when you are welcomed on condition that you give some-
thing back in return. The multicultural nation functions this way: the
nation o√ers hospitality and even love to would-be citizens as long as they
return this hospitality by integrating, or by identifying with the nation (see
Ahmed 2004: 133–34). People of color in white organizations are treated as
guests, temporary residents in someone else’s home. People of color are
welcomed on condition they return that hospitality by integrating into a
common organizational culture, or by ‘‘being’’ diverse, and allowing in-
stitutions to celebrate their diversity.

I am speaking of whiteness at a seminar. Someone in the audience says,
‘‘But you are a professor,’’ as if to say when people of color become
professors then the whiteness of the world recedes.∞∫ If only we had the
power we are imagined to possess, if only our proximity could be such a
force. If only our arrival could be an undoing. I was appointed to teach
‘‘the race course,’’ I reply. I am the only person of color employed on a full-
time permanent basis in the department. I hesitate. It becomes too per-
sonal. The argument is too hard to sustain when your body is so exposed,
when you feel so noticeable. I stop and do not complete my response.

When our appointments and promotions are taken up as signs of or-
ganizational commitment to equality and diversity, we are in trouble. Any
success is read as a sign of an overcoming of institutional whiteness. ‘‘Look,
you’re here!’’ ‘‘Look, look!’’ Our talk about whiteness is read as a form of
stubbornness, paranoia, or even melancholia as if we are holding onto
something (whiteness) that our arrival shows has already gone. Our talk
about whiteness is read as a sign of ingratitude, of failing to be grateful for
the hospitality we have received by virtue of our arrival. This very struc-
tural position of being the guest, or the stranger, the one who receives
hospitality, allows an act of inclusion to maintain the form of exclusion.
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Institutional Racism

Institutional whiteness can be reproduced through the logic of diversity.
To recognize the institutionality of whiteness remains an important goal
of antiracist work, as does the recognition of institutional racism. We need
to keep alive the question of why institutionality is something that needs
to be recognized. We also need to ask what is being recognized in such
recognition.

The struggle to recognize institutional racism can be understood as
part of a wider struggle to recognize that all forms of power, inequality,
and domination are systematic rather than individual. The critique of the
psychologizing of racism made by antiracist scholars and activists over
generations is thus part of the struggle to recognize institutional racism
(see Hesse 2004). In other words, racism should not be seen as about
individuals with bad attitudes (the ‘‘bad apple model’’), not because such
individuals do not exist (they do) but because such a way of thinking
underestimates the scope and scale of racism, thus leaving us without an
account of how racism gets reproduced. The argument can be made in even
stronger terms: the very identification of racism with individuals becomes
a technology for the reproduction of racism of institutions. So eliminating
the racist individual would preserve the racism of the institution in part by
creating an illusion that we are eliminating racism. Institutions can ‘‘keep
their racism’’ by eliminating those whom they identify as racists.

The definition of institutional racism that is widely accepted in the
United Kingdom is o√ered in the Macpherson Report (1999) into racism
within the police force, the product of an inquiry into how the police
handled the murder of a black male teenager, Stephen Lawrence. That the
police handling of the murder became the occasion for the recognition of
institutional racism is crucial: the report argues that how the police re-
sponded to the murder was not simply a product of racist attitudes held by
individual police but was the result of racism within the police force as such.
To quote from the report, institutional racism amounts to ‘‘the collective
failure of an organization to provide an appropriate and professional ser-
vice to people because of their colour, culture, or ethnic origin. It can be
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seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to
discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness
and racist stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people’’ (1999:
28; see Solomos 1999).

A politics of recognition is also about definition: if we recognize some-
thing such as racism, we also o√er a definition of that which we recognize.
In this sense, recognition produces rather than simply finds its object;
recognition delineates the boundaries of what it recognizes as given. In
this report, the definition of an institution as racist involves recognition of
the collective rather than individual nature of racism. But it might also
foreclose what is meant by ‘‘collective’’ by finding evidence of that collec-
tivity only in what institutions fail to do. In other words, the report defines
institutional racism in such a way that racism is not seen as an ongoing
series of actions that shape institutions, in the sense of the norms that get
reproduced or posited over time. We might want to consider racism as a
form of doing or even a field of positive action, rather than a form of
inaction. For example, we might wish to examine how institutions be-
come white through the positing of some bodies rather than others as the
subjects of the institution (for whom and by whom the institution is
shaped). Racism would not be evident in what we fail to do but in what we
have already done, whereby this ‘‘we’’ is an e√ect of the doing. The recog-
nition of institutional racism within the Macpherson Report reproduces
the whiteness of institutions by seeing racism simply as the failure ‘‘to
provide’’ for nonwhite others because of their di√erence.

We might notice how a psychological language creeps into the defini-
tion: ‘‘processes, attitudes and behaviour which amount to discrimination
through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist ste-
reotyping.’’ In a way, the institution becomes recognized as racist only
through being posited as like an individual, as someone who su√ers from
prejudice and who can be treated, so that he or she can act better toward
racial others. If the institution becomes an individual, then the institution
can also take the place of individuals: the institution is the bad person, rather
than this person or that person. In other words, the transformation of the
collective into an individual (a collective without individuals) might allow
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individual actors to refuse responsibility for collective forms of racism. Les
Back observes, ‘‘There is something in the blanket assertions of institu-
tional racism that is somehow comforting for its speakers’’ (2004: 4).

We can be comforted by blankets; they provide us with a cover. Back
(2004) and Shona Hunter (forthcoming) focus on the problem of the use of
the adjective ‘‘unwitting.’’ Even if ‘‘unwitting’’ is used to make sense of
how racism often bypasses individual consciousness and intentionality (by
thinking about whiteness as a habit formation), the language of unwitting
can also allow individuals to refuse responsibility for racism. Back suggests
that ‘‘the unwitting notion of racism somehow abrogates responsibility
like a racist playground spat ‘I didn’t mean anything by it’ ’’ (2004: 4). In the
case of higher education, I suspect that the risks of disidentification are
particularly high: disidentification from racism can take place via disiden-
tification from ‘‘the institutional.’’ It is not only that individuals can re-
spond by saying ‘‘I didn’t mean anything by it,’’ but they also might not see
themselves as involved ‘‘in it’’ at all. This refusal might take place given
that individuals already tend to disidentify from institutions: if the institu-
tion is the racist subject, then tolerant and liberal academics can easily
imagine that they are not. The recognition of institutional racism can
become a technology of reproduction of the racism of individuals.

Solutions to problems can create new problems. There is more to say
about the consequences of institutional racism becoming an ‘‘institutional
admission.’’ I am uneasy about what it means for a subject or institution to
admit to racism. If racism is shaped by actions that are not seen by those
who are its beneficiaries, what does it mean for those beneficiaries to see
it? We could suppose that the definition restricts racism to what we can
see: it claims that racism ‘‘can be seen or detected’’ in certain forms of
behavior. I suggest the declaration might work by claiming to see racism
(in what the institution fails to do) and by maintaining the definition of
racism as unseeing. If racism is defined as unwitting and collective preju-
dice, then the claim to be racist by being able to see racism in this or that
form of practice is also a claim not to be racist in the same way. The
paradoxes of admitting to one’s own racism are clear: saying ‘‘we are rac-
ist’’ becomes a claim to have overcome the conditions (unseen racism) that
require the speech act in the first place. We say ‘‘we are or have been rac-
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ist,’’ and insofar as we are witting about racism (and racists are unwitting),
then we show ‘‘we are not racist,’’ or at least not racist in the same way.

We are witnessing some of the paradoxes that follow when institutional
racism becomes part of institutional language. Indeed, I argue that the
recognition of institutional racism can easily be translated into a form of
institutional therapy culture—where the institution becomes the sick person
who can be helped by receiving the appropriate treatment. When institu-
tions recognize institutional racism, it is as if they are making a confession.
The institution, ‘‘having confessed’’ to racism, might be understood as on
the road to recovery. A recovery from racism can even be a way of ‘‘re-
covering’’ racism, as if admitting to racism is a way of getting over it.∞Ω

Admission implies ‘‘getting over it,’’ or even ‘‘being over it.’’ I develop this
argument further by thinking through how diversity o√ers a language of
reparation in chapter 5.

The problems of recovery narratives are evident if you consider com-
ments made by Trevor Phillips on institutional racism on January 19, 2009,
during an interview with the bbc to mark the tenth anniversary of the
Macpherson Report. Phillips said: ‘‘The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry was a
great shock to the system. It shook people out of their complacency and
meant that we had new laws and a new attitude and that meant for
example that the police have changed their behaviour quite dramatically.
Nothing’s perfect, there is still a lot of work to do, but we are in a di√erent
place than we were before.’’≤≠ The recognition of institutional racism
becomes shock therapy, leading to the adoption of new attitudes and new
behavior. The institutions are ‘‘shocked’’ out of racism, ‘‘shaken’’ out of
complacency. Phillips o√ers what we could call a before-and-after narra-
tive: the very recognition of institutional racism o√ered in the report
means that we are no longer in that place it described; we are in a new
place. In other words, the institution in being shocked into recognizing its
racism is no longer racist. For Phillips, ‘‘the we’’ of the police slides imme-
diately into ‘‘the we’’ of the nation: ‘‘We are in a new situation. Britain is a
modern diverse country. Britain is the best place to live in Europe if you’re
not white.’’ The ‘‘shock’’ of recognizing institutional racism is what allows
us to recover from racism.

Note also how the recognition of institutional racism is converted into
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an expression of pride: diversity pride as national pride (a ‘‘modern diverse
country’’ that is ‘‘the best place to live in Europe if you are not white’’). In
an essay on multiculturalism published in 2008, Trevor Phillips suggests
that diversity is indeed a national attribute, such that when racism occurs
the nation is acting ‘‘out of character.’’ As he describes: ‘‘Historically we
are diverse, open-minded, and anti-racist. But every now and again we
forget our true character.’’ When diversity becomes a view of the nation,
racism not only recedes but becomes understood as a distortion of the
truth (it does not express our truth).

In this narrative, racism is projected onto strangers; racists are estranged
from national character (if we are racist, then we are unlike ourselves).
Racism also becomes understood as accidental (as if every now and then, it
just happens) as well as being anachronistic, a sign of a time that is no
longer, as that which plays no part in contemporary British experience or
even as that which was never British. In the bbc interview about the police
and racism, Phillips suggested that most people in Britain are not racist
because they ‘‘wouldn’t have a problem’’ having a person with a di√erent
ethnicity as their neighbor. Thus, he said, ‘‘the blanket accusation ‘institu-
tional racism’ no longer quite helps us to understand what is going on.’’ For
Phillips, any racism within an institution is explained as not really ‘‘going
on,’’ even when it is ongoing: ‘‘In many of our institutions, there are still
old-fashioned attitudes that don’t really catch up with where modern
Britain is at and how British people today feel. That’s the next task that
we’ve got to tackle.’’ In this description, racism becomes what is ‘‘old-
fashioned’’ as if it lingers only insofar as institutions are not expressing what is in
fashion. Institutional racism becomes what is out of fashion, no longer a
description of where we are or where we want to be. We learn from this: if
we recognize the institutional nature of racism, this recognition is not a
solution. Institutionality can simply be redefined such that it no longer
refers to the processes it was introduced to describe.

I have spoken of ‘‘institutional racism’’ primarily in terms of what an
institution might recognize. The language of institutional racism can be-
come part of institutional language without being o√ered as a form of
recognition. One diversity practitioner I interviewed in the United King-
dom mentioned that the phrase ‘‘institutional racism’’ was adopted in her
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organization’s race equality policy. She spoke of getting the term into the
policy as an achievement:

I think that it’s very useful that the university formally signs itself up to
the Macpherson definition of institutional racism.

Does it define itself as institutionally racist?

We don’t say that, we just say the university supports that definition.
And a definition of a racist incident, those definitions are there. So in
that sense they are useful that they are available where there is a di≈-
cult situation.

If the organization ‘‘supports the definition,’’ then the definition can give
support in situations of organizational trouble. The use of the definition
within the university’s own documents allows practitioners to have a
reference point when dealing with racism in particular situations. In other
words, the inclusion of the definitions allows the phrase ‘‘institutional
racism’’ to be adopted in ‘‘di≈cult situations’’ when racism comes up.

This was the only interview in which ‘‘institutional racism’’ was
brought up. At one level, this is not surprising: even to name racism is to
describe a series of actions that the organization is not allowed to permit.
To bring up racism is to bring up the issue of compliance and even suggest
a failure to comply. This means that the term ‘‘institutional racism’’ brings
up as well as describes a di≈culty. Perhaps the unease with this term
persists despite this culture of institutional admission, such that it is not a
term exercised with much consistency in institutional self-description or
in the descriptions of practitioners.

Researching diversity is attending to what does and does not come up
in accounts of institutional life. It means showing how institutions mat-
ter. My task in the following chapters is to consider what the institu-
tionalization of diversity means for those employed as diversity workers
(doing diversity) or those whose arrival is coded as a sign of diversity, such
as people of color (being diversity). What does it mean to have a body
that provides an institution with diversity? I have begun with the question
of what it means to institutionalize diversity. My aim has been to show
that institutions should not be treated as the social actors. Institutions
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provide a frame in which things happen (or don’t happen). To understand
how ‘‘what happens’’ happens, we actually need to narrow (rather than
widen) the frame: to think about words, texts, objects, and bodies, to
follow them around, to explore what they do and do not do, when they are
put into action.


