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How do the current conversations about academic freedom and freedom of speech affect 

Black students at Cambridge? 

 

Apeike Umolu 

 

The obvious place to start would be with Nathan Cofnas, early career researcher in philosophy, 
his championing of hereditarianism, and the backlash to his free speech.1 Or perhaps the 

obvious place would be with the free speech antics of James Orr, professor of divinity, and 
everything he’s said about Muslims.2 But who is trying to be obvious in an age where nothing 
is as it seems, where references to Black things are accompanied by a wince and then a wink, 
with Cantab undergraduate Fatima Zahra Yusuf warning us that the rhetoric is beginning to 
shift, and apparently now we are the ones who are privileged and should feel really guilty 
about it.3  

I am not trying to be difficult when I say that to many Black people the right to freedom of 
speech is nothing compared to the right to freedom from speech – oh, the incessant twittering 
– we yearn for the right to hear nothing. This is why I sympathise with Reni Eddo-Lodge when 
she pleads in Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race (2017) that she ‘can no 
longer have this conversation’, that is one in which people sink into ‘denials, awkward 

cartwheels and mental acrobatics’ when she tries to speak.4 But by “speak” I mean something 
wider than Eddo-Lodge does – for her, to “speak” is to speak about race, but I mean speech 
to cover all things Black scholars say. And by “acrobatics”, I mean the persistent hissing that 

devalues our productions even before they are made. This is done using those age old tricks 
of race and eugenics which Cofnas has taken up in exercising his free speech. When Cofnas 
says, without evidence, that there are ‘genetic variants underlying individual differences in 

                                                 
1 Most of the recent controversy around Cambridge academic Dr Nathan Cofnas relates to his blog, particularly this post in 

which he questioned the intelligence of Black people: Nathan Cofnas, ‘A Guide for the Hereditarian Revolution’, Nathan 
Cofnas’s Newsletter (blog), 5 February 2024, https://ncofnas.com/p/a-guide-for-the-hereditarian-revolution; But student-led 

criticism of his presence at Cambridge stretches back a few years, see: Sono Echaniz-Furuta, ‘Student Petition Calls for 
Sacking of Controversial Race Researcher’, Varsity, 11 November 2022, https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/24559; and: Tommy 
Castellani, ‘Emmanuel College Cuts Ties with “Race-Realist” Fellow’, Varsity, 19 April 2024, 

https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/27420; The issue received national press, see: Elizabeth Haigh, ‘Controversial University “race 
Researcher” Who Wrote That Equality between White and Non-White People Is “Based on Lies” Is Dropped by Cambridge 

College after Backlash from Students’, Daily Mail, 19 April 2024, Online edition, sec. News, 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-13327677/Cambridge-university-race-researcher-equality-lies-dropped-backlash-
students.html. 
2 On the accusations of racism against Cambridge professor, Dr James Orr, see: Eric Williams and Daniel Hilton, ‘Divinity Don 
Slammed for “Racist” Remarks’, Varsity, 13 October 2023, https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/26271; The issue has received 

national press, see: Rory Tingle, ‘Students Accuse Cambridge University Professor of Racism after He Posted “Import  the Arab 
World, Become the Arab World” in Response to Footage of London pro-Palestinian Protests after Hamas Attacks’, Daily Mail, 
13 October 2023, Online edition, sec. Home Affairs, https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-12627863/james-orr-cambridge-

university-racism-palestine-protests-london.html; On Orr’s free speech advocacy, see: Jordan Peterson, ‘Free Speech and 
Cambridge, James Orr & Arif Ahmed, EP 218’, Jordan P Peterson, accessed 13 August 2024, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9wjw3udMNBc. 
3 On the idea that Black admissions into Cambridge constitute discrimination against white males, see: Fatima Zahra Yusuf, 
‘Accepting Black People into Cambridge Is Not an Act of Discrimination’, Varsity, 3 May 2024, Online edition, sec. Comments, 

https://www.varsity.co.uk/comment/27503; Yusuf’s article was a response to the following article which originally appeared in 
The Times: Nicola Woolcock, ‘Cambridge Is Biased against Rich White Boys, Says “Anti -Woke” Vice-Chancellor’, The Times, 

16 February 2024, Online edition, sec. Education, https://www.thetimes.com/uk/education/article/cambridge-is-biased-against-
rich-white-boys-says-anti-woke-vice-chancellor-brpdltnhh. 
4 Reni Eddo-Lodge, Why I’m No Longer Talking to White People About Race (UK: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017), x. 
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intelligence’, we know what he means.5  Not only is intelligence racially bound, but by 
measuring intelligence we may assign race, such that “the African” becomes synonymous 

with “the imbecile”, because every imbecile is, by definition, an African in Cofnas’ world view. 
This is a baseness Edward Blyden called out in the nineteenth century. Soon after touring 
England alongside the first Black Cantab, Alexander Crummell, Blyden pondered in Hope for 
Africa (1861) why all the claimed innate abilities of “higher” races were unable to deliver them 
from the baseness that was their belief in the contingency of intelligence on race.6 And earlier, 
in A Vindication of the African Race (1857), Blyden had argued, 

If then, under given circumstances, the Caucasian will arrive at a certain point of 
intellectual improvement, and under the same circumstances, as the facts of a fair 
induction show, the African will attain to the same point, where is the absolute 
superiority of the Caucasian? Where is the peculiar mental obtuseness of the African? 
Where?7  

Yet this, in 2024, Cofnas denies. With no proof, he fantasises instead, using his free speech to 
imagine the intellectual inferiority of the African. And in support of his right to deny Black 
intelligence, attacks are launched on the academic liberalism thought to be at the root of the 
backlash that condemns him. We are the step too far in academic liberalism such that, when 
Orr says in exercising his free speech that the ‘barbarians’ are already inside the gates, we 
know who he is talking about.8 It is not some nebulous congress of “liberals” he deplores; it 

is the barbarous men the liberals seem intent on letting in, on allowing to speak, which means 
in relation to an academic, to exist, because one cannot exist here without saying something. 
It is a strange acrobatics by which on the grounds of free speech Black speech is rendered 
non-speech even before it is made. All of this part of a campaign to make this place hostile to 
our intelligence, to snapback every time we try to say something, so that eventually we say 
nothing. If only we could be rewarded for our silence by having to hear nothing.  

Isn’t it ironic that it is the same liberals Orr condemns, those responsible for stifling 

conservatives’ free speech, who Black visitors to Cambridge, from Eddo-Lodge recently, 
stretching back to James Baldwin mid-century, have condemned as the worst of the lot for 
their unwillingness to let us speak (for ourselves).9 Eddo-Lodge, when she came to Cambridge 

to speak about the limits of white liberalism, held that the present conversation on the crisis 
of free speech is ‘being led by people who do not know what it feels like to be suppressed’ in 
their speech, that is, to be silenced not because their ideas are unpalatable, but because they 

are held incapable of speech itself.10 This is part of what Baldwin, when he came to speak at 
the Cambridge Union, called the ‘Western system of reality’.11 This is the system that takes 

                                                 
5 Nathan Cofnas, ‘Research on Group Differences in Intelligence: A Defense of Free Inquiry’, Philosophical Psychology 33, no. 
1 (2020): 125–47, https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2019.1697803. 
6 Edward Blyden, ‘Hope for Africa, Discourse Delivered in the Presbyterian Church, Seventh Avenue, New York, July 21, 1861’, 
in Liberia’s Offering, Being Address, Sermons Etc (New York, USA: John A Gray, 1862), 7. 
7 Edward Blyden, ‘A Vindication of the African Race, Being a Brief Examination of the Arguments in Favor of African Inferiority’, 

in Liberia’s Offering, Being Address, Sermons Etc (New York, USA: John A Gray, 1862), 54. 
8 ‘Dr James Orr: The Barbarians Aren’t at the Gates...’, Triggernometry (Youtube, 30 April 2023), 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWOJOrdxveE. 
9 On Baldwin’s commentary on the inhibiting of Black speech, see: James Baldwin, ‘Preface to the 1984 Edition’, in Notes of a 
Native Son (1958) (UK: Penguin Random House, 2017); and, James Baldwin, ‘Many Thousands Gone’, in Notes of a Native 

Son (1958) (UK: Penguin Random House, 2017), 25–45. 
10 ‘Reni Eddo-Lodge and Priyamvada Gopal in Conversation, Chaired by Lola Olufemi’, Event Recording (University of 

Cambridge, 15 May 2018), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DPxhJRz6VBs. 
11 ‘James Baldwin v. William F. Buckley (1965), Legendary Debate at the Cambridge Union’, Event Recording (Reelblack One, 
18 February 1965), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dTEr7Cwc4cE. 
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Black people through ‘a certain type of mill’, a certain life course, at the end of which one is 
left in no doubt that one is to be a speechless barbarian. Speaking for oneself is thus a way to 

reverse the effects of the millstone. This is why the Black Cantab looks dubiously on 
conversations led by white liberals in which her ‘voice is never heard’, insisting that the issue 
of free speech and Black intelligence be extracted from the wider defence of liberalism 
because the liberals are part of the problem too.12 Steve Biko articulated this issue best when 
in Black Souls in White Skins (1970) he held Black speech as critical to the first step in Black 
consciousness, which is that the Black man must learn to speak for himself.13 On this, Ẹniọlá 
Ànúolúwapọ́ Ṣóyẹmí, who recently came to Cambridge to speak about Biko, once described 
how Biko’s criticism of white liberalism was part of a larger theory of ‘rightful power’.14 All 
oppressed people must exercise their rightful power, being one’s ‘active participation in the 
positive historical development and experience of one’s identificatory communities’.15 This is 
necessary to solve ‘the historical and normative problem of communal powerlessness among 
the historically oppressed’. Central to this is Black speech – Blacks must speak for themselves, 
especially in debates about free speech itself. So, make no mistake about it, the conservative 
and the liberal alike has a case to answer on the stifling of Black speech. And Cambridge itself 

needs to be careful. Blyden put it best when he noted,  

we see many ignorant and unfortunate persons of color under the poisoning influence 
of this inculcated belief, who make no effort towards improvement, believing that 

their state has been fixed by an irreversible decree - a state of unconditional inferiority 
to the Caucasian.16   

It will be this self-fulfilling prophecy, if allowed to come to fruition under the tutelage of the 
likes of Cofnas and Orr, that will taint Cambridge in the end if they do nothing. Like Orr’s 
barbarian or Cofnas’ imbecile, the Black Cantab will become able only to grunt and holler on 
the banks of the Cam, and though his grunts may sound like speech, he will know himself 
incapable of such things because of what he was taught by his professors at Cambridge.  

Before moving on, I want to say something about academic freedom, that is about the silence 
that would be bliss to research our stories without knives tapping ever so softly at our peace, 
as they tapped recently with legal threats at the peace of Cantab postgraduate Malik Al Nasir 

when his research hit on hard truths about slavery and privilege.17 What instrument could 
stretch far enough to measure the depth of knowledge that would result without all the 
adlibbing, all the reducing, all the distortions of curricula that Blyden told us about when he 

first tried to decolonise the curriculum in The Aims and Methods of a Liberal Education for 

                                                 
12 Baldwin, ‘Preface to the 1984 Edition’, xiv. 
13 Steve Biko, ‘Black Souls in White Skins (1970)’, in I Write What I Like (UK: Multivista Global Ltd, 1987), 19–26. 
14 On 19 January 2024, Ẹniọlá Ànúolúwapọ́ Ṣóyẹmí, senior research fellow at the University of Oxford’s Blavatnik School of 
Government, delivered the paper ‘Uncivil Protest, Civil Participation, and Uncivil Non-Participation in Steve Biko’s Ethics of Just 

Struggle’ at the Contemporary Political Theory Seminar of Cambridge’s Department of Politics and International Studies. 
15 Ẹniọlá Ànúolúwapọ́ Ṣóyẹmí, ‘Rightful Power and an Ideal of Free Community: The Political Theory of Steve Biko’, Political 

Theory 52, no. 3 (2024): 461–62, https://doi.org/10.1177/00905917231199711. 
16 Blyden, ‘A Vindication of the African Race (1857)’, 62. 
17 A member of parliament threatened to sue the University of Cambridge when PhD candidate’s Malik Al Nasir’s research 

revealed the slavery links of her family’s wealth, see: Sebastian Topan, ‘Ex-Tory MP Threatens to Sue University after Being 
Named in Slavery Research’, Varsity, 22 September 2023, Online edition, sec. News, https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/26099; 

The story was also covered in the national press, see: Aamna Mohdin, ‘Ex-Tory MP “Tries to Hide Family Slavery Links”’, The 
Guardian, 31 August 2023, Online edition, sec. News, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/31/ex-tory-mp-threatens-
sue-cambridge-university-slavery-research-antoinette-sandbach. 
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Africans (1881).18 In white hands Black people had ‘nowhere received anything like a correct 
education’, that is, one designed ‘to produce self-respect, [and] a proper appreciation of our 

own powers’, which is nothing more than one designed to cultivate ‘confidence in one’s 
self’.19 And as Blyden scholar Toyin Falola told us on a recent visit to Cambridge, this is still 
what is meant by decolonise the curriculum – give students education with depth and breadth 
and truth enough to elicit self-respect. 20  And funnily it was when Blyden’s great 
granddaughter, Nemata, came to Cambridge to speak about her ancestor, that I met a Cantab 
undergraduate who told me of her frustration at not being allowed to study an African novel 
because it was a translation.21 Yet her friends could study the Iliad because that was a classic 
“English” story. Really?! Even today, it’s the small things that get me. I will never understand 
the strange kind of academic freedom that defends things as they are. Stunted, stooped, and 
hollow. 

 

But it seems that despite my best efforts I have done the obvious thing and started in a way 
that makes the Black Cantab the object and not the subject of the conversation. But I will turn 
now to make us the subjects of our story.  

 

The First Lady of Zimbabwe, Auxillia Mnangagwa, is formidable. I’ve heard a few Zims (that’s 
what Zimbabweans call themselves in casual moments) implicate her and her husband in vote 

rigging and opposition silencing, but I cannot verify this.22 She was coming. The President of 
the Cambridge African Society (ASCU) announced it to the WhatsApp group with glee. A 
fireside chat with a political heavyweight (in her own right), what a privilege. 23  But the 
pushback was quick. In the privacy of private messaging, the President of ASCU was told by 
the Zims that she, that “woman of dubious legitimacy”, could not be afforded the honour of 
speech on the grounds of this great Cambridge. In Zimbabwe, where she ruled with an iron 
fist, she could do as she pleased, but here in this bastion of freedom, such a curtailer of 
                                                 
18 Edward Blyden, ‘The Aims and Methods of a Liberal Education for Africans (1881)’, in Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race 
(1882), 2nd ed. (USA: Black Classic Press, 1994). 
19 Blyden, 85, 87. 
20 In 2023, Professor Toyin Falola gave the keynote address at the University of Cambridge’s Faculty of History’s conference, 
“Becoming Independent; Institutions and Epistemologies of Knowledge Production in the Age of Decolonisation”, convened by 

Dr Moritz A. Mihatsch (Cambridge) and Dr Casper Andersen (Aarhus). His keynote was titled “Nationalism, Decolonization, and 
the Emergence of Knowledge Communities” and covered, among other things, what he termed the global ‘intellectual 
decolonization movement’. 
21 On 25 October 2022, Dr Nemata Blyden, the professor of history at George Washington University and a direct descendant 
of Edward Blyden, came to Cambridge’s Centre of African Studies to deliver a talk on her recent book, African Americans and 

Africa: A New History (2021). After the lecture I spoke with an English undergraduate from my college, who wants to remain 
anonymous, about Black scholarship at the university. It was during this conversation that she to ld me of a battle she was 
having with her department about being able to study a text originally written in Swahili , but which was translated to English by 

the author themselves in the 1950s and had since moved through several editions. She was not being allowed to select this 
text to study because it was a translation. However, others were able to study “Greek” translations such as the Iliad (I put Greek 

in inverted commas as the current English versions can be traced back to Iberian Arabic translations of the epic), and Latin 
translations such as Livy’s history of Rome.  
22 President Mnangagwa has been accused of corruption, election rigging, and human rights abuses throughout his tenure, 

which began in 2017, though many see such accusations as part of the neo-colonial economic terrorism of the West against 
Zimbabwe, for more on this see: Darlington Mutanda, ‘EU Sanctions on Zimbabwe: Rethinking Africa’s Economic and Political 

Security in the Global Age’, Politikon 50, no. 4 (2023): 334–51, https://doi.org/10.1080/02589346.2023.2280372; ‘Zimbabwe: 
Mnangagwa’s First Year in Office Marked by a “Systematic and Brutal Crackdown on Human Rights”’, Amnesty International 
(blog), 26 August 2019, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/press-release/2019/08/zimbabwe-mnangagwas-first-year-in-office-

marked-by-a-systematic-and-brutal-crackdown-on-human-rights/. 
23 For insight into the modern role of First Lady in Zimbabwe and Mnangagwa’s use of the office, see: Umali Saidi, ‘Auxillia 

Mnangagwa’s “Amaihood” and the Cultural Politics of the Zimbabwean First Lady in the “New Dispensation”’, in Cultures of 
Change in Contemporary Zimbabwe, 1st ed., vol. 1 (UK: Routledge, 2022), 232–50, https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003190271-
18. 
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freedom could not be allowed to speak. Learning that her visit was bigger than them, the Zims 
took their protest to the College Master involved and a Pro-Vice Chancellor too. A small 

victory was secured – the ASCU talk would not go ahead – but her other event would.24 The 
Zims were furious! They arrived at the event with freedom bursting from their chests, but 
they were met with security who stuffed that freedom right back into darkness. Somebody 
said something about a headlock. Others spoke of violent manhandling – effectively it was a 
silencing. No freedom. No speech. They were ejected and nothing more was said about it.  

In the months that followed the Zim incident, a few more outbursts and pushbacks engulfed 
the ASCU WhatsApp chat. As disrupters were removed unceremoniously, protests came thick 
– freedom of speech required that the exiled be re-admitted, there must be due process, the 
membership must be consulted. So, of course, the only sensible thing to do was to change the 
constitution – mischief makers in the WhatsApp group could now be removed without 
consultation!25 And by mischief makers was meant anyone who disturbed the peace of the 
chat with protesting speech. What struck me most about the fissuring was the swiftness with 
which a number of people likened the committee’s actions to the practices of Mnangagwa in 
the silencing of her opponents. The trauma had swelled to the surface – exclusion from a 

WhatsApp group was denounced as resembling too closely the treatment of political 
dissidents.  

And then there was the case of Peter Obi. Though no accusations of silencing accompanied 
the former candidate for the Nigerian presidency on his trip to Cambridge, a solitary protest 
still came.26  ‘This is now becoming a political platform right’ was the reply to the post 
announcing the politician’s visit in the WhatsApp chat of the Cambridge Nigerian Society 
(CUNS). But the pushback too was quick. However, this time, memes, emojis, and exasperated 
text suggested the protestor’s silliness, implied his over-handedness, and when he returned 
with the comment, ‘the university will have to intervene so that everyone can be clear of the 
rules’, they all but called him a “jobsworth”. I don’t think that the society was wrong to invite 

Obi to speak. But it was not right for the backlash to the protestor to have been so fierce, so 
dismissive, so inconsiderate of a fellow member expressing a concern about the possibility of 
the platform we have been granted by virtue of our admission being commandeered and 
corrupted by forces with ulterior concerns. ‘We shouldn’t be abusing privilege just to appease 
biases,’ continued the protestor. ‘Take it up with whatever university admin you want to,’ 
shot back an irritated member, ‘and allow us to have some peace and quiet on this group’. 
The less than subtle reference to the chaos that was then engulfing ASCU was not lost on the 
hundred and fifty or so members of CUNS. At around this time, CUNS too changed its 

                                                 
24 Mnangagwa attended a number of events during her 2023 visit to England, including receiving an education leadership 
award from an educational institution. The award was presented to her by the Lord Mayor of Cambridge in an event held at 

Jesus College, University of Cambridge, but which was unconnected to the College or the University. Articles in the 
Zimbabwean press, which by the names of some of the journalists appear to have been placed in the publications by the First 

Lady’s PR team, misleadingly suggest that the award was given by the University of Cambridge. See: Tendai Rupapa, ‘First 
Lady Honoured in London, Lifts Global Award’, The Herald, 19 July 2023, Online edition, https://www.herald.co.zw/first-lady-
honoured-in-uk-lifts-global-award/; Tendai Rupapa, ‘First Lady’s AOH Foundation Secures UK Scholarships for Girls. . . College 

Honours Outstanding Charity Work’, Angel of Hope Foundation (blog), accessed 14 August 2024, 
https://angelofhopezim.org/first-ladys-aoh-foundation-secures-uk-scholarships-for-girls-college-honours-outstanding-charity-

work/; Masimba Mavaza, ‘First Lady Honored for Entrepreneurship, Philanthropy at Cambridge Uni’, ZimEye, 20 July 2023, 
Online edition, sec. Opinion, https://www.zimeye.net/2023/07/20/first-lady-honored-for-entrepreneurship-philanthropy-at-
cambridge-uni-mavaza/. 
25 See Articles 3 and 8 (particularly Art. 8.7.c) of the ‘Constitution of the African Society of Cambridge University’ (The Afri can 
Society of Cambridge University, June 2024). 
26 Peter Obi, ‘Twitter Post: “Yesterday, I Had the Pleasure and Honour of Addressing a Joint Session of Students at Two 
Universities in the United Kingdom, Cambridge University and Anglia Ruskin University ...”’ (x.com, 7 May 2024), 
https://x.com/PeterObi/status/1787939470597140655. 
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constitution to allow the committee to remove mischief makers from WhatsApp groups 
without consultation.27 

I cannot support the heavy handedness with which protestors were treated. But I am also 
uncomfortable with how the protestors went about things. I think Mnangagwa should have 
been allowed to speak to ASCU. To silence her was to be no better than her, if all the silencing 
she is accused of is true. And I believe it was ok for Peter Obi to come here to speak – we 
cannot expect merely to study politics in books but run from politicians when they appear 
embodied in lecture rooms. It seems that in the current climate the right to protest speech 
has been reduced to the right to prohibit speech, when it should act instead to proliferate 
debate. And perhaps more importantly, when did being political become a crime? To be 
political is not merely to take a side, it is to believe in the goodness of a form of social living 
and to defend it. The politics or political nature of something cannot be a reason to 
delegitimise it.  

Some may ask why squabbles in WhatsApp groups are important. But I believe what goes on 
in WhatsApp groups should interest Black students more than the antics of the likes of Cofnas 
and Orr. A 2021 report by another university into Black student experiences noted ‘concerns 
were raised over a lack of safe spaces for Black students on campus’, being spaces where they 
could have ‘open communication with other Black students’ about their experiences.28 Black 
Cantabs must understand the importance of free speech in Black-led spaces precisely because 
of everything that is happening outside. Freedom of speech in our safe spaces is the ‘rightful 
power’ with which we will tackle the knives tapping ever so softly at our peace. And if I must 
end by saying something about the questioning of Black intelligence and Black admissions, it 
is that such questioning is simply an abuse of the principles of freedom of speech 
masquerading as the real thing. The university should “get on” and defend its academic 
legitimacy by denouncing these illegitimacies.29 That would be the obvious thing to do.  

 

 

  

                                                 
27 See Articles 11-12 of the ‘Official Guidelines’ (Cambridge University Nigerian Society, 30 July 2024).  
28 Tahmina Choudhery et al., ‘Black Students’ Experience Research Report 2021’ (Middlesex University, 2021), 

https://www.mdxsu.com/top-navigation/your-voice/campaigns/black-students-experiences-report. 
29 The university has given a short response to the controversy surrounding Cofnas, see: Bhaskar Vira, ‘University Response to 

Recent Blogs by Dr Nathan Cofnas’, University of Cambridge (blog), 16 February 2024, 
https://www.cam.ac.uk/notices/news/university-response-to-recent-blogs-by-dr-nathan-
cofnas#:~:text=I%20have%20been%20speaking%20to,made%20to%20feel%20like%20this.%22. 
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