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Black students at Cambridge? 
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Introduction  

It is getting easier to be a Black student at the University of Cambridge (‘Cambridge’). From 

Stormzy Scholarships1 to greater diversification,2 opportunities for Black students seem to 

be going in the right direction. However, there remain some who are uncomfortable with 

this state of affairs. Emmanuel College cutting ties with ‘race realist’ Nathan Confas over 

him advocating for a ‘hereditarian revolution’ in February 20243 has ignited a debate about 

academic freedom and freedom of speech (‘free speech’), placing Black students under the 

microscope. For his supporters (like The Spectator), Emmanuel College cutting ties was 

another example of Cambridge caving to the mob4, shirking their ‘truth-seeking mission’5, 

and undermining these entrenched values. For his detractors (like the various student 

campaigners), Confas’ continued employment was ‘embarrassing’6, and ran contrary to 

Cambridge’s dedication to equality and diversity.  

I will argue that current narratives supporting Confas’ right to academic freedom and free 

speech operate on a false premise, assuming that free speech and academic freedom are 

benign concepts, not interacting with race. I will examine the development of ‘free speech’ 

as a civil right, and how it was designed to be racially exclusionary. This history informs the 

direction of conversations, and their overarching narratives. 

I will then outline the specific effects on Black students. Current arguments in favour of 

protecting free speech and academic freedom fail to address the issues at hand, and instead 

 
1 University of Cambridge. (2024.). Stormzy Scholarship for Black UK Students. [Online]. .. Last Updated: 2024. 
Available at: https://www.undergraduate.study.cam.ac.uk/fees-and-finance/financial-support/outreach-
scholarships/s [Accessed 23 August 2024]. 
2 University of Cambridge. (2024). Equality and Diversity Information Report 2022-2023. [Online]. .. Last 
Updated: March 2024. Available at: 
https://www.equality.admin.cam.ac.uk/files/edi_information_report_2022-23.pdf [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
3 Confas N. (2024). A Guide for the Hereditarian Revolution. [Online]. Nathan Cofnas’s Newsletter. Last Updated: 
February 2024. Available at: https://ncofnas.com/p/a-guide-for-the-hereditarian-revolution [Accessed 18 
August 2024]. 
4 Wastell, L. (2024). Why we should defend Nathan Cofnas’s academic freedom. [Online]. The Spectator. Last 
Updated: 6 May 2024. Available at: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-we-should-defend-nathan-
cofnass-academic-freedom/ [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
5 IBID 
6 Castellani, T & Hudson, S. (2024). ‘Race realist’ fellow argues for ‘preservation of racial distinctions’. Varsity. 
[Online]. 7 February 2024. Available at https://ww.varsity.co.uk/news/27035 [Accessed 14 August 2024]. 
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paint their opposition as ‘coddled’ and ‘snowflakes’7. These arguments suggest academic 

freedom and free speech should be left largely unhindered. There are two issues with this. 

First is the risk of misinformation, and danger of legitimising theories which 

disproportionately affect Black students, like race realism. Second, by tying support of free 

speech and academic freedom to a broader culture war, the voices of Black students are 

minimised, drowned out by the pejorative tags of ‘coddled’ and ‘snowflake’8. 

Moving on, I will explore how the narrative driving these current discussions risks inflaming 

the ‘imposter syndrome’ felt by Black students, worsening feelings of social isolation. This 

risks a feeling of ‘othering’9, alienating Black students as a group, and sowing division 

between Black students and other groups. In their current state, these conversations fail to 

support Black students, who are already faced with many unique challenges. Instead, they 

add to the many burdens Black students are obliged to carry. 

There is room for debate over the bounds of free speech and academic freedom, but that is 

not where we currently are.  

‘Free’ Speech? Not Really 

Free speech as a political right was popularised by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and 

of the Citizen10, and the First Amendment of the American Constitution11. However, the 

liberal ideals informing these documents left much to be desired. For John Locke, toleration 

of other views ended with ‘civil society’12, not extending to those with ‘opinions contrary to 

human society’13. JS Mill may have seen free speech as a ‘vehicle for the discovery and 

dissemination of truth’14, but this courtesy did not extend to those ‘backward states of 

society in which the race itself may be considered as in its [infancy]’15. Mentions of ‘civil 

society’ and ‘backward states’ allude to the operation of slavery and Empire during the 

European Enlightenment. ‘Free’ speech was not truly free for all, but it runs deeper than 

 
7 - Leaker, A. (2018). Against "Free Speech". [Online]. Cato Unbound. Last Updated: June 13 2018. Available 
at: https://www.cato-unbound.org/2018/06/13/anthony-leaker/against-free-speech [Accessed 18 August 
2024]. 
8 IBID 
9 Curle, C. (2020). Us vs. Them: The process of othering. [Online]. Canadian Museum for Human Rights. Last 
Updated: January 24 2020. Available at: https://humanrights.ca/story/us-vs-them-process-othering [Accessed 
18 August 2024]. 
10 Smith, D & Torres, L. (5 February 2006). Timeline: a history of free speech. [Online]. The Guardian. Last 
Updated: The Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/media/2006/feb/05/religion.news 
[Accessed 14 August 2024]. 
11 History.com Editors. (2017). Freedom of Speech. [Online]. History.com. Last Updated: History.com. Available 
at: https://www.history.com/topics/united-states-constitution/freedom-of-speech#section_2 [Accessed 14 August 
2024]. 
12 Leigh, D. (2022). The Settler Coloniality of Free Speech. International Political Sociology. 16(.), pp.1-18. 
[Online]. Available at: 
https://watermark.silverchair.com/olac004.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc
485y [Accessed 15 August 2024]. 
13 IBID 
14 Mill, JS & Rapaport, E. (1859). On Liberty. Indianapolis: .. p.15-52 
15 IBID 
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mere historical exclusion. It is not just that free speech was developed by racists, but that 

free speech as a civil right was invented at a time where Black people were not legally 

human, or part of civil society in the same way as White people. Free speech is inherently 

colonial, and ‘academic freedom’ cannot be divorced from this history, seeing as it is an 

offshoot of free speech. Even today, where Black people have equal access to free speech, 

they face disproportionate levels of scrutiny. For example, Lola Olufemi was subject to 

virulent racial abuse and press scrutiny simply for asking for greater diversity in the English 

Literature course16. It is not that everyone must agree with her, but the lack of leeway given 

to freely express this opinion is telling, alluding to this differential treatment. 

Developing free speech in this colonial structure means that in a post-colonial England, the 

lines between free speech, academic freedom and prejudiced opinions about Black people 

become blurred. For example, because free speech originated in a time where Social 

Darwinism was the hegemonic intellectual force17, Confas arguing ‘talent is not distributed 

equally within or across groups’18 is framed as ‘controversial’19, instead of empirically 

incorrect20 and racist. Any ‘current conversation’ about free speech and academic freedom 

should consider these colonial origins, instead of taking these values as benign. 

‘Free Speech’: The Silver Bullet  

Combining this colonial history with contemporary social issues shapes the effects of current 

conversations on Black students. Current arguments in favour of free speech and academic 

freedom have been spun into a ‘free speech struggle’21, between ‘public intellectuals’ who 

claim free speech is under-threat, and the ‘censorious students and universities’22 who pose 

this threat. This struggle is nothing new, given that universities are often accused of 

peddling a ‘woke agenda’23 to students. This struggle was reflected in legislation, as the 

 
16 Mosanya, L. (2017). Trolled for asking for more writers of colour at Cambridge. [Online]. BBC. Last Updated: 
27 October 2017. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/newsbeat-
41763158#:~:text=Former%20Cambridge%20Uni%20student%20Lola,is%20 [Accessed 23 August 2024]. 
17 Huxley, T.H. (1860). Darwin on the origin of Species. Westminster Review. April 1860, pp.541-570. 
18 Confas, N. (2024). A Guide for the Hereditarian Revolution. [Online]. Nathan Cofnas’s Newsletter. Last 
Updated: 5 February 2024. Available at: https://ncofnas.com/p/a-guide-for-the-hereditarian-revolution 
[Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
19 Wastell, L. (2024). Why we should defend Nathan Cofnas’s academic freedom. [Online]. The Spectator. Last 
Updated: 6 May 2024. Available at: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-we-should-defend-nathan-
cofnass-academic-freedom/ [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
20 Wagner, Jennifer et al. (2017). Anthropologists' views on race, ancestry, and genetics. American Journal of 
Biological Anthropology. 162(2), pp.318-327. [Online]. Available at: 
https://www.google.com/search?q=am+j+phys+anthropol&oq=Am+J+Phys+Anthropol&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbW
UqBwgAE [Accessed 14 August 2024] 
21 Leigh, D. (2022). The Settler Coloniality of Free Speech. International Political Sociology. 16(.), pp.1-18. 
[Online]. Available at: 
https://watermark.silverchair.com/olac004.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc
485y [Accessed 15 August 2024]. 
22 IBID 
23 Stringer, C. (2023). Half of our universities peddle their woke agenda to students. The Daily Mail. [Online]. 15 
January 2023. Available at https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-11638389/Half-universities-peddle-
woke-agenda-students.html [Accessed 22 August 2024]. 
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(now-scrapped) Higher Education (Freedom of Speech) Act 2023 aimed to enshrine free 

speech in educational settings, despite concerns this would also protect hate speech.24  

Confas’ supporters appear to have leaned into this, with references of a ‘mob’25 and a right 

to ‘challenge [Cambridge’s] DEI policies’26 forming the basis for their defence of free speech 

and academic freedom. Such rhetoric (conveniently) frames any valid opposition as the 

complaints of the oversensitive, and promotes an excessive focus on specific comments 

made; not how the application of free speech and academic freedom facilitates such 

publications, skewed against Black people.  

Failing to acknowledge this history within current conversations has two distinctive effects 

on Black students.  

Effect 1: ‘Ball of Confusion’ 

First comes the risk of misinformation, if academics like Confas are given the leeway to push 
their theories. This misinformation is legitimised by Cambridge’s prestige, appearing more 
as fact. As such, Confas stressing a ‘hereditarian revolution’ is ‘feasible and desirable’27  
appears legitimate, despite flying in the face of scientific fact28. This ‘DEI monster’29 is a 
figment of his imagination, and yet would have become part of Cambridge’s academic 
canon, had Emmanuel College not intervened.  
 
Misinformation can be skewed against Black students, clear through a scenario. Imagine a 

world where Confas’ views were left unchallenged by Emmanuel College, and he was 

retained by Cambridge. If this was the case, we would implicitly recognise that ‘talent is not 

distributed equally within or across groups’30, despite the broader scientific consensus. Now 

imagine a Cambridge student was researching reasons for the ‘Black Awarding Gap’, where 

Black students in Cambridge (and beyond) are statistically less likely to be awarded First 

Class grades compared to their White peers31. Explaining what exactly causes the ‘Black 

 
24 Department of Education. (2024). Free Speech Act: what you need to know. [Online]. The Education Hub. Last 
Updated: 26 July 2024. Available at: https://educationhub.blog.gov.uk/2024/07/26/free-speech-act-what-
you-need-to-know/ [Accessed 23 August 2024]. 
25 Wastell, L. (2024). Why we should defend Nathan Cofnas’s academic freedom. [Online]. The Spectator. Last 
Updated: 6 May 2024. Available at: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-we-should-defend-nathan-
cofnass-academic-freedom/ [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
26 Singer, P. (2024). Will Cambridge Support Free Speech?. [Online]. Project Syndicate. Last Updated: April 
2024. Available at: https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cambridge-nathan-cofnas-free-speech-
case-by-peter-singe [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
27 Confas N. (2024). A Guide for the Hereditarian Revolution. [Online]. Nathan Cofnas’s Newsletter. Last Updated: 
February 2024. Available at: https://ncofnas.com/p/a-guide-for-the-hereditarian-revolution [Accessed 18 
August 2024]. 
28 Wagner, Jennifer et al. (2017). Anthropologists' views on race, ancestry, and genetics. American Journal of 
Biological Anthropology. 162(2), pp.318-327. [Online]. Available at: 
https://www.google.com/search?q=am+j+phys+anthropol&oq=Am+J+Phys+Anthropol&gs_lcrp 
29 IBID 
30 IBID 
31 Black Advisory Hub. (2023). The Black awarding gap and decolonisation at Cambridge: an open forum about the 
data, student experiences and ways forwa. [Online]. Black Advisory Hub. Last Updated: 2023. Available at: 
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Awarding Gap’ is difficult, making it easy to draw a simple inference from Confas’ work. In 

short, one could conclude that Black students achieve less than their White peers because 

traits like intelligence are genetic, drawing on a source they believe is legitimate. This 

student may dismiss this inference as racially prejudiced, reasoning that various socio-

economic factors impact the performance of Black students, wholly unrelated to biology32. 

However, it is dangerous to assume every student would interrogate their sources, whether 

out of lethargy or apathy. Using Confas’ research to explain this disparity would be a simple 

application of Occam’s razor33, especially when it is supported by Cambridge’s prestige, 

feigning legitimacy.  

As such, focusing current conversations on Confas and the controversy surrounding his 

words misses the bigger picture. The conflation of prejudiced ideals with pseudoscientific 

theory cannot be classed as free speech or academic freedom, as if universities are truly 

committed to this ‘truth-seeking mission’34, this surely would not protect theories like ‘race 

realism’, repeatedly disproven.35 

Effect 2: Minimisation 

The second effect is a minimisation of Black voices. There is a conversation to be had where 

Black students outline how the colonial nature of free speech and academic freedom affects 

them in their life and studies. Instead, the narrative is dominated by this ‘free speech 

struggle’36. By closing room for productive discussion, whilst also upholding Confas’ right to 

publish such views, Black students are treated like animals on display, with no means of 

recourse. The result is Black students being subject to various theories to decide whether 

they truly belong in spaces like Harvard and Cambridge, under the microscope like science 

experiments. It should not be a debate whether Confas ‘crossed a line’37 with his comments, 

and yet there is still room to imply that Black students in Harvard and Cambridge are 

cheating biology by occupying these spaces. Perhaps such analysis would be fairer if Black 

academics could subject White students to such scrutiny, but that would never happen. This 

is because the power to decide what is racially acceptable has always lay in the hands of 

 
https://www.blackadvisory.hub.cam.ac.uk/forum-black-awarding-gaps-decolonisation [Accessed 19 August 
2024]. 
32 IBID 
33 The idea that  when faced with competing explanations for the same phenomenon, the simplest is likely the 
correct one. 
34 IBID 
35 Wagner, Jennifer et al. (2017). Anthropologists' views on race, ancestry, and genetics. American Journal of 
Biological Anthropology. 162(2), pp.318-327. [Online]. Available at: 
https://www.google.com/search?q=am+j+phys+anthropol&oq=Am+J+Phys+Anthropol&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbW
UqBwgAE [Accessed 14 August 2024] 
36 Leigh, D. (2022). The Settler Coloniality of Free Speech. International Political Sociology. 16(.), pp.1-18. 
[Online]. Available at: 
https://watermark.silverchair.com/olac004.pdf?token=AQECAHi208BE49Ooan9kkhW_Ercy7Dm3ZL_9Cf3qfKAc
485y [Accessed 15 August 2024]. 
37 Castellani, T. (2024). Emmanuel College cuts ties with ‘race-realist’ fellow. [Online]. Varsity. Last Updated: 19 
April 2024. Available at: https://www.varsity.co.uk/news/27420 [Accessed 19 August 2024]. 
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White academics. Given that terms like ‘race realism’ and ‘Social Darwinism38’ were created 

by White people to reflect Western society, Black students in places like Cambridge and 

Harvard have no choice but to be subject to such speech. This would be an intriguing point 

of discussion, but seeing as any conversations have been spun into a culture war between 

‘snowflakes’39 and (supposedly) persecuted academics, Black Cambridge students will 

continue to pay the emotional toll, and current ‘conversations’ will continue to miss the 

mark.  

The Odd Ones Out 

Speaking of emotional tolls, current conversations about free speech and academic freedom 

help worsen feelings of imposter syndrome for Black students. Imposter syndrome is the 

‘experience of intellectual and professional fraudulence’40 and is not especially surprising in 

this context, given these conversations revolve around deserving one’s place.  

Crucially, imposter syndrome uniquely affects Black Cambridge students, with Cambridge’s 

unconventional structure creating various challenges. As surmised by graduate Ore 

Ogunbiyi, this is the ‘battle between your head, which tells you that these spaces are also for 

you, and the halls, which feature paintings only of white men, reminding you who really runs 

the show.’41. The supervision experience (exclusive to Oxbridge) reflects this. When the APP 

Participatory Action Research Project researched whether the undergraduate supervision 

system met the educational needs of Black students, it was found that there were not 

sufficient opportunities to discuss race (where relevant) in supervisions, despite high levels 

of interest42. Alongside this was the high chance of there being only one Black person in a 

supervision group, exacerbating feelings of imposter syndrome43. Given the prominence of 

imposter syndrome, Black students are especially vulnerable to current conversations 

debating their validity (as students). Seeing as for a time, Cambridge believed someone with 

Confas’ views could co-exist with Black students, this particular vulnerability is warranted. 

However, leaving this at imposter syndrome understates the gravity of this effect. Ogunbiyi 

termed this as a ‘battle between your head… and the halls’, but current conversations have 

created an external battle. By supporting the right of those like Confas to push their 

 
38 Huxley, T.H. (1860). Darwin on the origin of Species. Westminster Review. April 1860, pp.541-570. 
39  Leaker, A. (2018). Against "Free Speech". [Online]. Cato Unbound. Last Updated: June 13 2018. Available 
at: https://www.cato-unbound.org/2018/06/13/anthony-leaker/against-free-speech [Accessed 18 August 
2024]. 
40 Mak, K, Kleitman, S & Abbott, M. (2019). Impostor Phenomenon Measurement Scales: A Systematic Review. 
[Online]. National Library of Medicine. Last Updated: April 5 2019. Available at: 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6463809/ [Accessed 23 August 2024]. 
41 Ogunbiyi, O. (2019). ‘I struggled with imposter syndrome at university, but now I realise it wasn’t my fault’. 
[Online]. inews. Last Updated: June 26 2019. Available at: https://inews.co.uk/news/education/imposter-
syndrome-cambridge-university-real-life-the-varsity-3070 [Accessed 19 August 2024]. 
42 Mustapha, T & Dale, R.. (2021). APP Participatory Action Research Project (2020-21). [Online]. University of 
Cambridge. Available at https://www.cctl.cam.ac.uk/app-par-project/cycle-2/a-supervisions-black-british. 
[Accessed 15 August 2024]. 
43 IBID  



7 
 

theories, Black students are being alienated from Cambridge. It is therefore more accurate 

to claim current conversations relegate Black students to the position of the ‘other’. 

‘Othering’ is the identifying of a certain group (like Black Cambridge students), labelling that 

group as inferior, and using an ‘“us vs. them” mentality to alienate the group’44. University 

settings can be a ‘space of exclusion and discrimination’, hiding this behind the ‘rhetoric of 

meritocracy, collegiality and the “free exchange of ideas”.’45 Current conversations have 

followed this path, alienating us students from our own university. While some rationalise 

Confas’ words as a necessary “free exchange of ideas”’46,  this fails to recognise the 

emotional devastation that comes with someone questioning your right to belong. Wastell 

argues that an academics’ ‘right to explore offensive or controversial topics must come 

before considerations of hurt feelings’47, but I contend this with personal experience. As 

someone who has always studied in predominantly White environments, and has been in 

the room while offensive topics (pertaining to Black people) were discussed, there is nothing 

more de-moralising or disorienting than someone passing an opinion which you are sure is 

racist, but they hide behind this ‘free exchange’ of ideas. In my view, such an opinion 

reflects someone who is never at risk of being the ‘other’, and so through a lack of proper 

understanding, is happy to lump this abstract concept of ‘freedom’ as part of the ‘truth-

seeking mission48 of universities.  

Crucially, our alienation serves race-realists, because as long as there are question marks 

over whether we belong in Cambridge, and more prospective students are deterred from 

applying as a result, this ‘hereditarian revolution’ can be indirectly realised. 

Reflections 

So, where do we go from here? Should we cull academic freedom, exterminate freedom of 

speech, and only allow these conversations if they abide by the strictest lines of political 

correctness? The simple answer is no. Academic freedom and free speech are crucial to any 

university, as this search for truth should be left (mostly) unimpeded.  

My issue is not with academic freedom and free speech as concepts, but instead how these 

concepts have been wielded in current conversations. Instead of forming a constructive 

dialogue about which topics and views (if any) should be beyond the reach of academic 

 
44 Curle, C. (2020). Us vs. Them: The process of othering. [Online]. Canadian Museum for Human Rights. Last 
Updated: January 24 2020. Available at: https://humanrights.ca/story/us-vs-them-process-othering [Accessed 
18 August 2024]. 
45 Emejulu, A. (2017). The university is not innocent: Speaking of Universities.. [Online]. Verso. Last Updated: 29 
March 2017. Available at: https://www.versobooks.com/blogs/3148-the-university-is-notinnocent-speaking-of-
universities [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
46 IBID 
47 Wastell, L. (2024). Why we should defend Nathan Cofnas’s academic freedom. [Online]. The Spectator. Last 
Updated: 6 May 2024. Available at: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-we-should-defend-nathan-
cofnass-academic-freedom/ [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
48 IBID 
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debate, current conversations have instead formed part of the larger ‘woke v anti-woke’ 

narrative which goes nowhere. Not only is this unproductive and polarising, but it draws 

attention away from the effects of such topics and conversations on us students. It draws 

attention away from how we are more liable to feeling isolated and alienated from our own 

spaces, and how feelings of imposter syndrome can escalate into feeling like the ‘other’, an 

outsider amongst your peers. Even for someone like myself, who feels secure in Cambridge 

and its spaces, this whole debate has been disconcerting. It is laughable to consider that 

someone like Confas was allowed to operate in the same University which champions 

groups like the Black Advisory Hub, and continues to recognise its colonial history49.  Those 

who paint Confas’ firing as Cambridge caving to the ‘mob’50 are sorely mistaken, both for a 

shameless attempt to stoke a culture war, and for failing to properly consider the feelings of 

Black students in their analysis and support.  

I would hope that future conversations proceed with a level of sensitivity and awareness. 

Black students in elite universities like Cambridge are not scientific experiments, and our 

validity in these spaces should never be a point of discussion. This is not a call to halt these 

current conversations, but instead a gentle encouragement for people to peek under the 

surface, and not default to buzzwords like ‘woke’ and ‘snowflake’ in favour of properly-

researched conversation. We truly do find ourselves in an ‘extraordinary’ state of affairs’51, 

but not for the reasons you’d think.  

 

 

 

  

 
49 University of Cambridge. (2022). Cambridge responds to legacies of enslavement inquiry. [Online]. Last 
Updated: 22 September 2022. Available at: https://www.lib.cam.ac.uk/about-library/diversifying-collections-
and-practices/cambridge-university- [Accessed 22 August 2024]. 
50 Wastell, L. (2024). Why we should defend Nathan Cofnas’s academic freedom. [Online]. The Spectator. Last 
Updated: 6 May 2024. Available at: https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/why-we-should-defend-nathan-
cofnass-academic-freedom/ [Accessed 18 August 2024]. 
51 Singer, P. (2024). Will Cambridge Support Free Speech?. [Online]. Project Syndicate. Last Updated: 12 April 
2024. Available at: https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/cambridge-nathan-cofnas-free-speech-
case-by-peter-singe [Accessed 22 August 2024]. 
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