
Muhammad Ali – How come everything is white?
Equality, Diversity & Inclusion, now cemented into our consciousness as EDI – words. What do they 
really mean beyond the eloquence in which they are articulated in dictionary definitions and from 
those in position of power?
Dated interview, funny but also painful in that whilst language has evolved and changed, 
Muhammad’s reference point still hasn’t. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7Y60myiwCRc


Regarding equality, diversity and inclusion, what has really changed/fundamentally changed over 
this period? Lots more bureaucracy, quota and data crunching, more white-led organisations 
receiving funding ‘to do diversity’ whilst those with the lived experience continue to struggle for 
project funding; there have been more better-salaried EDI positions created, more celebrations as 
another ‘diverse-person’ is appointed onto a board as a token or Oxford University last week 
proudly announcing its diversity achievements whilst refusing to take down the statue of Cecil 
Rhodes despite its long 6 year protest from its own students!

For those with the lived experience, what has changed?  Whose stories are being told and how? 
Who owns the narrative?

Until the lion tells his side of the story, the tale of 
the hunt will always glorify the hunter – African  Proverb



Stories are the secret reservoirs of values: change the stories individuals and nations live by and 
tell themselves and you change the individuals and nations. Nations and peoples are largely the 

stories they feed themselves – Ben Okri

As an artist, what stories am I feeding myself as well as been fed? If art helps us make sense of the 
world, what world am I making sense of?

We’ve had various Equality Acts and we’ve moved from talking about race to equality, diversity and 
inclusion. For some reason as a nation we find it difficult to talk about and address race. Why is that? 
Despite the numerous reports and reviews, from the Scarman report (1981) to the Macpherson 
Report, Windrush, The Lammy Review, Grenfell to the Covid-19 Health Review (2020), they all point 
towards the same areas of racial injustice and inequality, yet despite these, the government’s latest 
stance from their latest report concludes that Britain is not institutionally racist.

Nations and peoples are largely the stories 
they feed themselves – Ben Okri



Everything you know about the British Empire is a lie - George Monbiot
In 1885 European leaders met in Berlin to divide Africa and arbitrarily draw up borders that exist to this 

day. Britain claiming a large share of that map – as that is how it was treated – not about people but 
property and resources to be owned. Africa is the richest continent in the world yet its people own none of 
its resources, none of its wealth. Even in their own country, people don’t belong. They no longer own the 

land – own is also the wrong term to use as for many indigenous cultures, relationship with land is not 
about ownership – native American Indians, Aborigines …..

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fSLDGuBPxJo


“It’s just days into 2021, and already a Black 
man has died after being in police custody”

- newspaper headline, January 2021

The equalities act which has moved things on, except, I would argue, on the question of RACE. 
Britain has an issue with Race – Race questions the very existence of a country that has not come to 
terms with its history.

And this is my provocation.  Rip up EDI, consign them to the archives of well-intentioned and replace 
with real meaningful change that makes people BELONG, not feel included - real policies and actions 
that makes people feel/know they belong – not the illusion of inclusion.

When Arts Council England developed Decibel and created diversity – mixing, race, gender, sexual 
orientation, disability under one umbrella, it defunded many of the large black-led organisations in 
the process. And whilst the returns on diversity have shown improvements, when you delve into the 
individual components they have not. 

2020 – what a year of trauma and chaos – out of which we have seen many flight to readdress 
equality by placing well-meaning statements on websites and social media, setting up EDI positions 
within their organisations.



Can we end racism without 
changing the system?

As a Black artist, how do these major events and evidence based research relate to the lived experience. 

Our stories, our narratives does exist. Through the turbulence of 2020, 2 expressions kept surfacing:

Nothing about us without us
We can’t be who we can’t see

Stories are important. Whether told through art or books. The images, people, words, concepts within them 
can and does make a difference to how we see ourselves and others. How we see ourselves as part of the 
community/world we live in. I was struck by this quote from ITV who defended the uproar around Diversity 
depicting the BLM movement on TV with a large national press ad.

’We are changed by what we see just as we are changed when we are seen.’



Despite the Government setting up the Windrush compensation scheme, only a handful of pay-outs have happened, 
deportations were still taking place at the height of Covid last summer, and two years on, 21 people have died whilst 
waiting for a decision on their claims.

Boris Johnson, in response to the dismantling of statues, says that we can’t photoshop our (British) history – but that is 
precisely what has been done. Colonial rule was one of violence - brutality, torture, rape and pillage – lies and deceit -
where are those fully recorded or taught in the history books as we confine black history to a month each year?
Colonialists were great recorders of their history but now papers have conveniently gone missing, and as we’ve seen 
with Windrush, deliberately destroyed by official orders of government.
When the British government abolished slavery in 1833, it handsomely compensated the 47,000 slave owners for the 
loss of their “property” – that property being the enslaved men, women and children they had to give up ownership of.
The slave owner’s compensation, and absence of any compensation for the enslaved, remain at the heart of 
inequalities. That compensation provided further enrichment opportunities to slave-owning families, some of whom 
remain at the top of the tree in Britain, with generations still being born into that inherited wealth.
When in 2015 the government proudly announced in a tweet that it had finally paid off the interest it had borrowed to 
pay for the slave owners compensation, it was at first surprised at the outcry and outrage then quickly took it down! 

Can we end racism without 
changing the system?



War – Bob Marley

The song took the words of Haile Selassie’s (Emperor of Ethiopia) address to the United Nations in 1963, made 
infamous by this Bob Marley’s song, War – both seminal moments in history but neither given no airplay time.

The call for radical change in 2020 arising out of the #BLM movement is steep in the knowledge that nothing has been 
done – from the Scarman report on the race riots, to the McPherson report following the murder of Stephen Lawrence 
to the 2017  The Lammy Review - An independent review and report into the treatment of, and outcomes for BAME 
individuals in the criminal justice system, to Grenfell and Windrush. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vPZydAotVOY


51% of people in prison came from BAME backgrounds (up from 41%)

The proportion of all stop and searches on Black people has increased by 69% 
over 5yrs

The average custodial sentence for a Black person is almost 10 years longer 
than for a White person

The Guardian’s recent investigation and report on the growing use of taser by 
police on young people, with BAME children almost three times more likely 
to have a taser electronic weapon used on them by police than their white 

counterparts.

Lammy Review Report (2017)



Other recent stats – ‘BAME’ (BAME OVER – using cultural organisations in Oxford using Global 
Majority):

• 45 times more likely to be fined under covid-laws

• 4 times more likely to be handcuffed

• 6 times more likely to be tasered

• Comedian joked that we are the most accidently tasered and shot race in the world

Where is the equality in that?



“Radical simply means ‘grasping things at the root.’ I am 
no longer accepting the things I cannot change. I am 

changing the things I cannot accept.” - Angela Davis

Time to turn words into actions. As an artist, I’m fascinated by the fact that 56% of spoken word is 
never retained. 56% of what I’m spouting to you this morning with flit through one ear and out of 
the other, and that fascinates me as an artist who deals in and with words.

What radical steps/changes can we make to make real change? Individually and collectively we need 
to answer this. I will finish with 3 quotes – they help me focus, keep going and enable me to keep 
fighting by making art:



“Stand for something, or you will fall for anything. Today’s 
mighty oak is yesterday’s nut that held its ground.” – Rosa Parks

Rosa Parks, just an ordinary citizen, not part of any party or campaigning group but who’s simple 
action of refusing to give up her seat sparked action that led to change.



…..Our future is greater than our past.” - Ben Okri

“Will you be at the harvest,
Among the gatherers of new fruits?

Then you must begin today to remake
Your mental and spiritual world,

And join the warriors and celebrants
Of freedom, realizers of great dreams.

You can’t remake the world
Without remaking yourself.

Each new era begins within…….

We could use the new era
To clean our eyes,

To see the world differently,
To see ourselves more clearly.

Only free people can make a free world.
Infect the world with your light.

…..Our future is greater than our past.”  Ben Okri



www.oxcultureantiracism.co.uk
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