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How do the current conversations about academic freedom and freedom of speech affect
Black students at Cambridge?

Dara Osinowo

Recent debates on Academic freedom (AF) and freedom of speech have called for greater
legal protections for academics with ‘controversial’ views, often citing concerns over ‘cancel
culture’ (Weale and Quinn, 2024). In 2022, before becoming the new Director for Freedom of
Speech and Academic Freedom, Cambridge Professor Arif Ahmed accused universities of
“institutional non-neutrality” due to their left-leaning stances which led to the no-platforming
of such academics (Ahmed, Biggar and Marenbon 2022, p. 3). Similar concerns eventually
prompted the Conservative government to introduce the Higher Education (Freedom of
Speech) Act 2023, strictly mandating universities to protect, promote and enforce academics’
right to teach material that may offend students without fear of intimidation (Rogers, 2024).
However, as Blell, Liu and Verma (2022) contend, this policing of AF and free speech reveals
a hierarchy in racial and political interests, especially as the government has previously
censored scholarship on structural racism and coloniality.

Although the new Labour government paused the Act over concerns about its impact on
minority groups, Cambridge University’s ‘Code of Practice on Freedom of Speech’ took effect
on the 1st of August 2024 (University of Cambridge, 2024). While the university claims hate
speech remains unprotected, proceeding with the code despite concerns voiced by BAME
(Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic) students shields ‘controversial’ academics in the same way
that the Act was criticised for. This decision, amid ongoing disputes over a Cambridge
philosophy professor’s eugenicist and racist remarks, legitimises harmful views and exposes
an inadequate commitment to addressing institutional racism. The current conversations on
AF and free speech highlight a troubling disregard for the university’s historical role in
endorsing racist ideologies that have long excluded people who look like me from academia.
In this essay, | argue that the weaponisation of AF and free speech seen in current discourse
and Cambridge policy serves as an institutional tool to maintain the establishment as a
bastion of white supremacy. This works to perpetuate the Racialised Social System (RSS),
which structures societies by racial hierarchies first started during the historical processes of
slavery and colonisation. First, | will examine how AF and free speech policies intersect with
EDI (Equity, Diversity and Inclusion) initiatives to uphold “the white space” of the university
(Anderson, 2015). Then, drawing on the testimonies of Black students and my own
experiences, | will demonstrate the psychological and societal harm the university’s stance in
this broader culture war could incur.

While | do not intend to present a universal Black Cambridge student experience as
intersectionality means that we differ in important ways, | aim to highlight the organisational
role Cambridge plays as a leading academic institute in sustaining the racial hierarchy in
British society by employing the RSS sociological approach. By incorporating an
autoethnographic method, | seek to avoid structural determinism and instead demonstrate
how individual actions both constitute and are constituted by the overall social system.



Freedom to Oppress? How Legal Loopholes Shield Racist Ideologies

In the U.K., free speech (defined as the right to express lawful views and opinions without
interference by public authority) underpins the principle of academic freedom (AF), allowing
academics to “question and test received wisdom, and to put forward new ideas and
controversial...opinions, without placing themselves in jeopardy of losing their jobs or
privileges” (Blell, Liu and Verma, 2022, p. 1823). However, laws like the Equality Act 2010
impose restrictions on speech that incites hatred or harassment against protected
characteristics, including race. While this ostensibly protects Black people, the lack of a
consistent legal definition of hate speech or harassment often leads courts to refrain from
classifying even the most offensive views expressed in academic discourse as unlawful
(Ruebain, 2023). In fact, a closer examination of the Equality Act illustrates a prohibition on
“race discrimination” defined as “less favourable treatment” rather than an explicit mention
of ‘racism.” By framing racism as individual bias that lacks a structural foundation (Bonilla-
Silva, 2015), both discrimination law and laws on free speech and AF elide the role racism has
played in the “complex totality of forces in British society,” leading to superficial changes that
do not fundamentally alter the RSS (Atrey, 2021, p. 2). Consequently, the very laws intended
to regulate free speech and AF inadvertently permit the persistence of racist views in
academia. This could partly explain why a Cambridge philosophy professor’s racist and
eugenicist views were initially unchallenged — despite being empirically discredited by a group
of scholars and criticised by Black students, the university asserted that the professor was
protected by laws on free speech and AF. Similarly, Professor David Ruebain (2023) further
illustrates how pursuing racist ideologies in academia is unlikely to violate race discrimination
law if framed as advancing knowledge rather than promoting bigotry. Thus, the current
discourse on academics’ right to pursue ‘controversial’ research neglects how State laws,
policies, practices and rhetoric “are, both on their own and concertedly, capable of giving
effect to racial hierarchy” (Atrey, 2021, p. 9).

Given the role laws play in maintaining the RSS, it is unsurprising that recent debates on free
speech and AF often involve academics defending their right to espouse racist ideologies
under existing legal frameworks. For instance, an open letter signed by over 342 academics,
including those criticised for racist views, called for the Education Secretary to reinstate the
Freedom of Speech Act, claiming wrongful censure for expressing controversial but legal
opinions (Vall, 2024). Furthermore, the aforementioned Cambridge philosophy professor
currently under scrutiny has asserted that there are few legal restrictions on expressing
politically incorrect views about race. Such arguments exploit legal loopholes and seem to
deliberately ignore that academic freedom, on paper, is intended to protect the genuine
pursuit of knowledge and truth, not to bestow “an unqualified right to proffer palpably false
ideas” (Ben-Dan, 2024, p. 163). While everyone has the right to express their opinions, even
misinformed ones, not all opinions merit academic recognition as Scott (2018) aptly notes,
“Free speech makes no distinction about quality; academic freedom does.”

Free Speech or Free Reign? A Shield for Racism, a Betrayal to Black Students

Universities, therefore, bear the responsibility of ensuring that the ideas they platform are
academically rigorous and intellectually driven, particularly as ideas produced in academia



have the power to shape laws and public perception (Sultana, 2018). Considering Cambridge’s
historical complicity in validating oppressive ideologies like scientific racism which continues
to be reflected in aspects of its Eurocentric curriculum, the institution should be especially
vigilant about the types of views it allows to flourish. Yet, Cambridge not only has permitted
and funded an academic espousing outdated racial theories but has also advanced a Code of
Practice on Freedom of Speech that further protects the dissemination of these ideas. As
studentsin the African and activist society group chats that | am part of have pointed out, the
university would never legitimate flat-earth theories, yet it entertains debates about Black
people’s intelligence. This only perpetuates Cambridge’s status as an upper middle-class
“white space,” where Black students are made to feel like unwelcome “space invaders”
(Anderson, 2015; Mirza, 2018). As someone whose acceptance into Cambridge was viewed
suspiciously by sixth form teachers and peers, it is deeply troubling that ideologies
guestioning my cognitive capabilities as a Black person can still be published and taught with
impunity at a university that claims to be ridding itself of institutional racism. Black students
should not be subject to malicious tropes foisted against our very humanity, but Cambridge’s
legislation regarding free speech and AF, combined with other institutional practices, ensures
exactly that. In this way, Cambridge continues to reinforce the existing racial order through
ostensibly neutral policies that facilitate the reproduction of racist and white supremacist
knowledge.

A common yet pernicious rebuttal to the points | have explored is that the free speech and
AF of students are equally protected. This argument obscures the hierarchy of racial interests
typically at play. Namely, white (male) academics receive institutional support when
defending their right to express harmful views, whereas Black students (especially Black
women) are frequently silenced for critiquing such views. As women of colour, we occupy
identities “diametrically distinct from the white male leaders who make the decisions within
[white] spaces,” making our perspectives that challenge the RSS particular targets for
backlash (Rollock, 2018, p. 315). For example, Manzoor-Khan (2019) recounts how her
contributions as a woman of colour at Cambridge were dismissed as too anecdotal and
emotional. In supervisions, | also have been all too familiar with the unspoken rule that the
white supremacist beliefs of the political thinkers studied should not be overly scrutinised
when assessing the value of their political theories. This form of self-censorship we have
become accustomed to is ironicin light of the statement made by Cambridge representatives
earlier this year, encouraging students to challenge ideas they “disagree with and engage in
rigorous debate” (Castellani and Hudson, 2024). This statement (given in response to the
criticisms of the philosophy professor) exacerbates the already debilitating ‘culture war’ on
free speech by recasting damaging views as mere disagreements, forcing Black students into
unproductive, unacademic and re-traumatising debates. Even when Black students do
engage, as seen in the protest on Sidgwick Site against the professor, they receive racial abuse
online and are labelled as ‘snowflakes,” further underscoring the fact that Black feelings are
not seen asvalid indicators of harm. However, taking offence to white supremacist ideologies
is justified as Black people know more than anyone that words rarely remain words — “What
is written, spoken or taught end up becoming realities” (Sultana, 2018, p. 249). In addition to
policy and lawmakers relying on the views produced in academia, when the far-right can find
academic allies who legitimise their views, it fuels the type of racial extremist violence seen
in the U.K. just in August of this year. Cambridge’s statements of solidarity following these



attacks are almost tone-deaf given its disregard for Black students warning about the danger
of pandering to ignorant AF and free speech narratives.

“The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House”: Cambridge’s EDI Mirage

This raises the question: how does Cambridge, with its numerous EDI (Equity, Diversity, and
Inclusion) policies and initiatives, also uphold policies that maintain white hegemony? As
discussed, even these racial equality efforts are mechanisms that endorse tokenistic
approaches to tackling racism. They focus on quantitatively ‘diversifying’ student intake
without improving the qualitative experience of minority students. This is demonstrated by
Cambridge’s celebration of a 50% increase in Black undergraduates in the 2019/2020
academic year and subsequent acknowledgement of the work they need to do to ensure that
these students feel welcomed (University of Cambridge, 2020). However, this is an example
of a “non-performative speech act” where making a public commitment to EDI is equated
with structural change — as if saying is doing (Ahmed, 2018). While the experiences of many
Black students in Cambridge have illustrated this disconnect, my role as college BAME officer
has, perhapsironically, heightened my awareness of my own “outsider-within status” (Collins,
1986). As part of my role, | attended an annual meeting chaired by the college ‘diversity
committee’ where | slowly learnt that ‘diversity’ meant more about changing perceptions of
whiteness rather than changing the whiteness of the institution itself. Sitting across from an
overwhelming majority of white male board members, | realised that my presence was yet
another tick box inclusion exercise where just having a Black student at the table was seen as
enough. Any meaningful discussion on race was avoided, curtailed, or shut down and since
then, | have encountered repeated rejections of my proposals for anti-racism sessions or
initiatives intended to foster genuine racial and cultural understanding. Frustrated and
exhausted, | find myself navigating the crossroads of playing my part as a “happy symbol of
diversity” or suffering the cost of being the ‘angry Black woman’ who challenges entrenched
institutional practices (Ahmed, 2018, p. 334). Even in writing this essay, | worry about the
repercussions of discussing race in a way that might ‘rock the boat.” Nevertheless, my
observations highlight that Cambridge’s EDI policies and their stance on AF and free speech
work together, rather than in opposition, to sustain the academy’s white hegemony: they
effectively function as the “master’s tools” that will never bring about institutional change so
long as we rely on them (Lorde, 1984).

To conclude, Cambridge’s approach to the current conversations on academic freedom (AF)
and freedom of speech not only marginalises Black students but also reproduces the
Racialised Social System (RSS) that underpins institutional hierarchies. Despite its professed
commitment to EDI, Cambridge’s initiatives amount to what Ahmed (2018) terms “dynamic
non-performativity,” insufficient to disrupt the white hegemony within the academy. The
university’s policies on AF and free speech may be depicted as neutral arbiters of academic
inquiry but in reality, they underscore the establishment’s reluctance to confront its
complicity in maintaining the RSS. By defending and promoting harmful, unscientific racial
theories under the guise of free expression, Cambridge exacerbates the very structures that
Black students contend with daily, reinforcing its historically white, elitist identity. As Audre
Lorde (1984, p. 111) observed, relying on the tools of a historically racist institution means
only “the most narrow perimeters of change are possible and allowable.” For Black Cambridge
students who have been invited into the “master’s house,” we find ourselves conditionally



welcomed but met with incessant reminders that we do not necessarily belong. My own
journey, coupled with that of other Black students, into the “white space” has revealed that
the “master’s tools” ultimately serve to preserve the RSS. As chillingly described by one of my
peers in the African society, even if Cambridge were to deplatform the philosophy academic
with racist ideologies, the system would just produce another one. Thus, dismantling the
systemic barriers of an institution that marked us out as inferior requires a re-imagining of
the very foundations that sustain it. The true challenge lies in actively creating an academic
space where the voices, experiences and intellect of Black students are recognised as integral
to the pursuit of true knowledge and truth — principles that AF and free speech should ideally
uphold.
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