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Abstract 

This study explores experiences of racial microaggressions on first generation Black African 

social workers in Britain. This is with a view to bring understanding on the distinctiveness of 

racial microaggressions as experienced by this specific racial group. The study is premised on 

the suggestion that there is an inherent complexity in experiences of racial microaggressions, 

on Black African social workers who are first generation immigrants to Britain, arising from 

not only the specifity of their racial socialisation in African settings in the context of colonial 

legacy, but also from the experiences of racialisation post migration.  

Underpinned by a critical realist ontology, the study deploys a decolonial epistemology to 

guard against the colonising tendencies in research, particularly when research is in the 

context of individuals who have been casted in the role of the marginalized ‘Other’. The 

study synthesises psychosocial research methodology and decolonial thought, to 

simultaneously address the social and the psychological elements of racial microaggressions, 

without reinforcing the hegemonic belief in the inferiority of Black Africans. As a result, the 

study unveils simultaneous experiences of racial microaggressions which are still framed 

with colonial fusions, while at the same time privileging various ways participants in the 

study exert their agency. 

This study has found that internalised racism is embedded in the African child at an early age 

through racialisation process, and that this continues to influence how participants in this 

study perceive and respond to racial microaggressions.  In this study, racial microaggressions 

are common occurrences for Black African social workers. However, they do not trust the 

broader professional/ organisational structures to support them when they experience this. 

But despite this, these Black African social workers have continued to find means to exercise 

their agency. The significant contribution made by this study, is its unfolding of the process 

of coming alive to racialisation, for those who migrate a Western white setting as adults, 

and how this interacts with experiences of racial microaggressions. The study documents 

Blackness simultaneously as an imposed identity that inferiorises dark bodies as subhuman 

and as a site of liberation. The study articulates how decolonial thought can be utilised to 

counteract traditional social work pedagogy, which tends to assess challenges faced by 

marginalised people through a deficit lens. 
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Prologue: setting the scene. 

I am interested in understanding the experiences of racial microaggressions on Black African 

social workers, because firstly, I am a Black African social worker myself, but secondly, 

because as noted by Sue at al. (2008) “racial microaggressions may be more harmful to 

people of color than overt acts of racial hatred and bigotry because the hidden, 

unintentional nature of microaggressions allows them to flourish outside the level of 

conscious awareness of the perpetrators, thereby infecting interracial interactions, 

institutional procedures and practices, and social policies” (pg.331). Racial microaggressions 

are defined as “brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioural, and environmental 

indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, 

negative racial slights and insults to the target person or group” (Sue et al. 2007:273).   

Gatwiri (2021) citing Tatum (2003), described racial microaggressions as “the nature of this 

benign form of covert racism is ‘like smog in the air’. Sometimes it is so thick it is visible, 

other times it is less apparent, but always, day in and day out, we are breathing it in” 

(pg.663).  Gatwiri emphasised that sometimes microaggressions are not subtle as they can 

be intentional and hostile, while still falling within the parameters of what is considered 

appropriate within a work culture.   It is this ambiguous nature of microaggressions which 

places the burden of interpretation on those at their receiving end, that has prompted my 

interest in this subject. 

But in addition to this, a chance encounter with Ibrahim (2017) analysis of Blackness, 

immigration, and politics of race, inspired an interest in me to understand how racial 

microaggressions are experienced by those who like me, were born and raised in Africa, but 

who later migrated to Britain as adults. This was inspired by a question posed by Ibrahim: 
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“What happens when the syntax of race meets immigrants whose bodies are assumed to be 

“Black” in North America but who either do not have the history or the conception of 

Blackness in North America or are not familiar with the North American Black-White 

dichotomy?” (pg.511). 

As I reflected on the question posed by Ibrahim, it occurred to me that this has resonance 

with my own experiences of migrating to Britain, as my autobiography discussed in chapter 

one shows. I realised that the internalised racism which had hitherto laid dormant in me, 

came comfortably into sight upon migrating to Britain, and upon interacting with 

experiences of racialisation.  My realisation that internalised racism was in me even prior to 

migrating to Britain, opened my eyes to the realities of ongoing colonisation, and the 

influence of this on how colonised individuals interacts with racialised experiences.  As later 

discussed in this thesis, racial socialisation plays a crucial role in shaping how individuals 

experience racial oppression. It is this that prompted a need in this study to pay attention to 

the ongoing legacy of colonisation in African setting, to then understand what this means 

for the social racialisation process for the African child, and the implication of this for an 

African person when they later migrate to a white majority setting. By this study exploring 

the multifaceted dynamics underlying experiences of racism when this is framed within the 

interplay of internalised racism and racialisation, the complexity inherent in experiences of 

racial microaggressions on Black African social workers will be understood.  

But from wisdom from lived experiences, I assert that rather than being content to mark the 

manifestations of racial oppression, or merely studying the experiences of racism on target 

groups, there is a need to model a way out to disentangle oneself from the ideologies that 

fuel this. But this necessitates consideration for deeper causal structures. However, there is 
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little research that draws a clear causal connection between internalised racism and how 

this interacts with experiences of racial microaggressions. As shall be demonstrated in this 

study, critical realism offers a way to investigate this. To minimise the risk of constructing 

knowledge conditioned by a colonial history of Africa and Africans hence reinforcing the 

inferiority of Black Africans, this study is intentional in its take up of decolonial thought. It 

does this by appropriating Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) ideas on internalised inferiority. My 

reading of Fanon reflects my time and place; a Black African female born and socialised in an 

African country formally colonised by the British. An immigrant in the UK where I currently 

live and work as a social worker. I was born after my country of birth had gained 

independence, and I therefore did not directly experience Western occupation.  

But Oyedemi (2021) is right in his claim that the distant rehashing and imaginary 

articulations of the colonial harms, are what current generations – including myself- live by. 

As this study will show, the continuous colonial cultural damage is an equally painful 

experience. Indeed, my lived experience and that of participants involved in this study, 

mirrors Oyedemi (2021) observations. Oyedemi observed that the colonial encounter, 

although a series of events, has created a generational violence of cultural indoctrination, 

which tends toward permanence in the psyche and reality of the ‘postcolonial.’ As an 

intellectual of African descent, I know what Burman (2018) was talking about, when she 

spoke of the “intersubjective sense of being devalued in the eyes of others” (pg.111). It is 

what Nzinga (2020) talked about when she spoke of the shame and embarrassment of 

experiencing microaggressions. Fanon (1952) called this “the lived experience of being 

Black” (pg.89).  
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For this study, theorising racial microaggressions from a decolonial perspective, is to 

challenge us to articulate the colonial structures, and how these continues to sustain forms 

of racisms that operate in everyday racist acts (Huber and Solorzano, 2015). These authors 

posed an important question in their paper: that is, if racial microaggressions emerge from 

ideologies of white1 supremacy, and are understood as a form of ‘white violence’, how can 

we explain the race-based forms of discrimination Black people engage against each other? I 

have considered this question, and I reckon that to address this, there is a need to consider 

the historical context of colonialism and the ongoing coloniality, with a view to trace this 

racial violence between Black people, to conditions of internalised racism. 

I have followed in the footsteps of Burman (2018), who observed that to shift focus from 

the interiority of whites, there is a need to draw from Black intellectual traditions shaping 

Fanon’s understanding of Black phenomenology. As such, this study is positioned in the 

community of Black thinkers. I will draw from Black feminist thought, for example Audre 

Lorde (1934-1992) specifically her writing in Sister Outsider (1984).  Aime’ Ce’saire (1955) 

discourse on colonialism, is also of influence. Additionally, juxtaposing the contours of 

Kwame Nkrumah (1965) thought on neocolonialism, will offer a helpful lens to recognise the 

role of foreign actors in denuding African sovereignty. I am influenced by many other 

notable Black theorists; for example, the influence of W.E.B Du Bois (1868-1963), for 

example his theory of the double consciousness (in the Souls of the Black Folk, 1903,2007). 

Learning from these Black intellectuals is an appreciation that colonialism was not only an 

 
1 The reader will notice that I use lower case while writing white, and upper case when writing Black.  This is a 
deliberate choice. Capitalising Black signals my acknowledgment to the shared identity, culture and history of 
people of African descent, whilst in contrast, by writing white in lowercase, this is intentional to challenge the 
systemic dominance of whiteness.  
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economic exploitation and political domination, but it was also (and still is) a practice of 

alienation and the diminishment of the very sense of being of the colonized.  

II: Synergy between social work and this study 

For social work, the profession has been at the forefront of work on anti-racist and culturally 

appropriate practice, recognizing the importance of diversity, and the specific concerns and 

needs of diverse service users. But as Weinberg and Fine (2022) asks: “how is it possible in a 

profession such as social work, that prides itself on an anti-oppression orientation and the 

values of social justice, that racism remains so deep-seated? Weinberg and Fine claims that 

social work as a profession, has been complicit in supporting white dominance through 

centering the white experience and privileging individualism. The authors assert that as a 

profession, social work is no stranger to supporting coloniality, arguing that the profession 

uses white social and ideological structures to determine how problems should be 

addressed, including its reliance on individualism. This study responds to these issues.  

III: Aims and objectives of this study 

The aim in this study is twofold; firstly, to explore the complexity of racial microaggressions 

as experienced by Black African social workers, arising from not only the specifity of their 

racial socialisation in African settings in the context of colonial legacy, but also from the 

experiences of racialisation post migration. This is in addition to having to contend with the 

pain of experiencing racial microaggressions in a profession which prides itself on social 

justice. Secondly, the study aims to resist the hegemonic belief in Black African’s inferiority 

and inability to assert agency.  

The study has three main objectives: 
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1. To examine the nature of racial socialisation within the African setting in the context 

of historical colonisation, synthesising this with experiences of racialisation post migration 

to a Western white majority setting. This is to bring an understanding of the nuanced and 

the complex way racial microaggressions are experienced by first-generation Black African 

social workers.   

2. To problematise racial microaggressions not as a problem residing in Black African 

individuals but as a problem residing in colonial structures, as well as to accentuate various 

ways Black African social workers resist racial microaggressions. 

3. To highlight the incongruence between the professional experiences of Black African 

social workers and the stated mission of social work as an anti-racist profession. This is with 

a view to build awareness and responsiveness to racial microaggressions (and racism in 

general) within social work practice and organisations that employ them. 

IV: Structure of the thesis 

Chapter one is presented as my autobiography to situate myself in this study, but also to 

demonstrate how the Fanonian theory informing this study has been utilised.   

Chapter two covers literature review. Discussions frames racial socialisation in a 

homogenous Black African setting and in the context of colonialism. It also contextualises 

the experiences of first generation Black African immigrants upon migrating to a Western 

white majority setting. Anti-racist social work literature is also covered in this chapter. 

Chapter three discusses researcher’s positionality, to explain the researcher’s ontological 

and epistemological positioning, as well as discussing how the researcher’s emotional 

reactions towards the topic will be managed.  
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Chapter four discusses methodology to articulate how synthesising critical realism with 

decolonial thought and the psychosocial methods chosen for this study, enabled the study 

to read experiences of racial microaggressions which valorises whiteness, but without 

obscuring the agency of the participants.  

Chapter five presents research data through the ‘portraits’ of the seven participants 

involved in this study.  

The rest of the chapters discusses findings:  

Chapter six discusses internalised racism embedded in participants at an early age and how 

this continues to influence their interactions with racial microaggressions, though this does 

not mean total annihilation of their agency.    

Chapter seven elucidates the act of coming alive to racialisation, as participants get into 

contact with their ‘Blackness’ for the first time.  Following this racialisation, ‘restlessness’ 

became a constant feature in their lives. The study suggest that this is what led participants 

to the profession of social work in the hope of finding a ‘safe home’.   

Chapter eight discusses shattering of this hope when participants came face to face with the 

racial violence in the profession of social work and in employing organisation.  

Chapter nine addresses the employing organisation to demonstrate that the organisational 

environment is shaped by white dominant culture, as well as to question the equal 

opportunity policies promoted in organisations.  

Chapter ten discusses transformation and refusals. Discussions considers how these 

racialised social workers navigate hostile environments daily, whilst also exercising their 

agency. Recommendations from this study are also given in this chapter.   
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Chapter 1: Theoretical terrain via researcher’s biographical reflexivity. 

1.1 Introduction 

This study explores the complexity of racial microaggressions on Black Africans, when this is 

framed within the dynamic interaction of internalised racism and racialisation. As intimated 

in the previous introduction chapter, a central concern in this study is that which pertains to 

epistemology, in relation to knowledge construction conditioned by a colonial history of 

Africa and Africans. Thus, the central aim in this study is to explore the complexity of racial 

microaggressions as experienced by Black African social workers, whilst resisting the 

hegemonic belief in Black African’s inferiority and inability to assert agency. As indicated in 

the previous introduction chapter, this study takes up decolonial thought to do this.  

In this chapter, I engage with autoethnography as a decolonial tool (Dutta, 2018), with a 

view for me as the researcher to critically engage with my data sources as well as to embody 

a decolonial approach that is central to this study.  I will first give a brief description of what 

autoethnography entails, and then proceed to discuss the three different self-narratives 

derived from the three spheres of my life: the personal, the professional and the 

organisational.  

1.1.1 Autoethnography as a decolonial strategy  

Autoethnography in this study is taken up as a radical form of making embodied knowledge 

claims, that resist the normative use of knowledge as an inherently colonial tool 

(Dutta,2018). Providing the researcher’s biographical reflection, is with a view to tackle the 

“invisible” role of the researcher. This is to underline the need to examine the influence of 

the biographical experiences of the researcher, on the research process. The self-reflective 
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account provided, closely follows the tradition of testimonio (see a discussion of this in Silva, 

2022; Delgado, 2012). As explained by Delgado (2012), testimonio has deep roots in oral 

cultures and in Latin American human rights struggles. It has demonstrated its power as a 

genre that exposes brutality, disrupts silencing, and builds solidarity among women of color. 

Huber and Cueva (2012) discuss how Testimonio reveals the resistance, resilience, and hope 

engaged in research, and means to challenge and transform subordination, while 

encouraging a collective move toward social justice.  In this chapter, I offer testimonio to 

speak out and to name the racial violence I have experienced as an African woman. I speak 

from my flesh (Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983) to begin my own healing process. I want to make 

claim in the intellectual landscape on my own terms, but perhaps more importantly, to put 

currency on the fact that our bodies also tell stories of transformational resistance 

(Solorzano & Delgado, 2001), talking back, and surviving in the profession and organisation. 

In what follows, I will present three different self-narratives, which are derived from the 

three spheres of my life: the personal, the professional and the organisational. In the first 

narrative which presents personal experiences, the testimonio contextualises my 

experiences of ‘becoming Black’2 after migrating to Britain. This personal narrative also 

serves to introduce the Fanonian sociogenic theory informing this study.  I engage with 

Fanon’s sociogenic theory and his prominent thesis on racial epidermal schema (in Black 

Skin, white Masks, 1952), to accentuate the fact that it was not until I migrated to Britain 

and interacted with whiteness, that my ‘Blackness’ took shape. This from a decolonial 

stance is to emphasise that racialised Blackness is not a given, but rather, and as 

 
2 The use of single quotation within the body of the thesis is to indicate a term I have used that carries 
subjective connotations or is based on my own opinion. 
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emphasised by Sekimoto (2014), it takes shape under specific conditions and in relation to a 

particular set of power. In the second self-narrative which discusses an incident which 

occurred in a social work professional context, I use the scenario to contextualise the 

insidiousness of racial microaggressions. In the third self-narrative, I present my experience 

of undertaking a group relation conference (GRC), to contextualise the racial violence in 

organisations and to underscore suffocation of blackened body within the white spaces, 

while invisibilising and silencing the histories of colonial race and gender violence that an 

immigrant woman of color might surface (Bell, 2020). 

1.2 The personal, through the lens of Frantz Fanon (1925-1961)  

I grew up in Africa and I did not encounter white people until I came into this country. 

Therefore, there was no occasion for me to experience my being through others; the 

concept of being 'Black' did not exist for me then, and the only relevant identity marker was 

that I was a girl/woman.  

But from the moment my feet touched the grounds of this land, something in the unfamiliar 

environment communicated to me that what others saw in me, is not what I knew of me. It 

was quite confusing to be confronted by an unfamiliar hostility, to suddenly become a 

stranger to the person I thought I was. But what was even more perplexing, was the fact 

that what I was internally experiencing did not find expression outside of me. Because I did 

not have the language to ‘name’ this or speak into it. What I was internally feeling was not 

yet processed in a logical sense or languaged in a way that could give sense to this new very 

precarious state I found myself in. I had a normal childhood and upbringing in my country of 

birth. I successfully completed my schooling. I was on my way to a successful career, 

although this was cut short by my decision to migrate to this country. Thus, prior to my 
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arrival to Britain, I was doing very well in my home country. Which is why I could not 

understand or make sense of this new internal state of feelings, which communicated to me 

that ‘I was not good enough.’  I sensed that something about me or something within me, 

meant that the ways others were experiencing me or indeed positioning me in whatever 

system/ place I found myself, was not congruent to the totality of who I am or my 

capabilities.  

With the benefit of hindsight and lived experience, I now know that this is the consequence 

of racism. I now know that part of the power of racism is that it becomes an internalised lies 

in the acceptance of “I am something wrong” (Chapman, 2006). Often, this acceptance is 

done unconsciously which makes it even harder to recognise and work through. But what 

was (is) the most damaging aspect of all this to my sense of being, was (is) the psychic 

problem of internalisation of identity shame, and the fact that this conflicted with who I was 

(I am) as a person. In the more than 20 years of living in this country and reflecting on these 

initial experiences after I arrived in Britain, this has made me realise that the internal 

changes that occurred in me (albeit unconsciously) because of what I was intuitively 

perceiving as ‘hostility’ (albeit without knowing why then) in the new environment, shaped 

my trajectory going forward.  

But what has pained and saddened me the most, is the realisation that after my arrival to 

Britain, I accepted without any question this sense of inferiority and the lesser identity 

status that this unfamiliar environment assigned me. I did not comprehend this ‘unseen 

force’ which seemed to dictate a specific direction in both how I will assume space in the 

unfamiliar environment and what I will do while in it. It is this onslaught to my sense of 

being, that has motivated me to ‘unravel’ this, through racism-related studies. This is 
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especially birthed out of a deep need in me to understand why the self-assured and 

accomplished ‘me’ who left the shores of her native land, was so easily transformed into 

this person full of self-doubt, identity confusion and feelings of inferiority.  

It is on these thoughts that Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) has been influential to my thinking, as 

well as shaping the decolonial direction of this research. I draw from his two texts, Black 

Skin, white Masks (1952)- in this study I use Penguin books edition (2021)- and Wretched of 

the Earth (1967). In Black Skin, White Masks (thereafter BSWM) Fanon uses a psychoanalytic 

framework to theorize the inferiority-dependency complex of Black men in response to the 

colonial racism of white men. The analysis and unravelling of this inferiority complex are his 

central concern, through his construction of theory of sociogeny. This theory of sociogeny 

posits that for true disaelination of the Black man to occur, this calls for a brutal awareness 

of the social and economic realities (pg. xi).  In BSWM, Fanon also discusses the bodily 

embodiment of racial oppression- what he refers as racial epidermal schema (pg.91). Song 

(2017) discussing Fanon’s work on racial epidermal schema, explained that “the corporeal 

schema is the development of habitual comportments and motility, through which a body is 

a body fully at home, comfortably oriented towards the world in unified patterns of 

movement that are cultivated in relation to that world” (pg.54).  Fanon in BSWM explained 

that such is the body schema he inhabited in his native settings prior to migrating to France. 

But upon migrating to France and encountering the white gaze captured through his famous 

quote “Look a Negro!” (pg.91), “his body schema, attacked in several places, collapsed, 

giving way to an epidermal racial schema” (pg.92). 

Personally, and drawing from Fanon’s BSWM, I now understand why as soon as I stepped 

into this country, my skin colour became visible to me. And an inferiority that I did not know 
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existed took hold in me. In BSWM, Fanon eloquently theorises this as “the epidermalization 

of inferiority” (pg. xi), to denote how Black individuals become inferior in concrete cases of 

everyday living. As noted by Song (2017), Black individuals simultaneously suffer from racial 

hierarchy while perpetuating it by internalizing the idea of Black inferiority. Song observed 

that when confronted with racial prejudices, Black individuals act in certain ways that 

render them inferior. In retrospect, I now understand that this inferiority was always in me, 

albeit unconsciously, thanks to the stories, tales, and the metaphors that I absorbed when 

growing up, and the history that I was taught in school. Fanon explains that the history 

taught to an African child serves to portray the ways of the white man as noble and 

superior: 

“Whether he likes it or not, the Black man has to wear the livery the white man has 

fabricated for him. Look at the children’s comic books: all the Blacks are mouthing the ritual 

“Yes, boss” (2021;17). 

Fanon was deeply convicted that if colonised people do not liberate themselves from the 

neo-colonial pathology, the domination of the former colonial masters, will prevail long 

after the end of the colonial era. Initially, my thinking was that participants in this research 

just like myself, will not have experienced racism in their native countries. But engagement 

with Fanon’s thought has made me to revise my position. To consider that racism in African 

countries is prevalent, though this may not necessarily be recognised or named as such.  

Linking this to my experiences of migrating to Britain, from a country that was Britain’s 

former colony, Fanon’s thoughts give sense to my experiences. Because as far as Fanon is 

concerned, the colonial subject is a man penned in, and the first thing the colonial subject 
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learns is to remain in his place and not to overstep its limits (in Wretched of the Earth, 1967; 

40).  

Fanon’s thoughts have served to awaken me from a deep ideological slumber. I now know 

why an inferiority I did not know inhabited in me, made itself known when I stepped into 

the shores of this land. I understand why my Blackness is something else other than just the 

colour of my skin. But that is not the only reason why Fanon’s thoughts are so influential to 

me; as Said (2018) eloquently stated, “Fanon inspires Africans that they have no reason to 

put up with the degrading interpretation of their past, that they can and must reinterpret it 

in a way consonant with their pride and interests; Fanon demonstrated to Africans that 

there was nothing to be ashamed of in the past, but rather dignity, glory, and solemnity” 

(pg.17). 

My engagement with Fanon’s thoughts, specifically around his thoughts on colonial 

mentality, is to emphasise Houzel’s (1996) point. Houzel addressed transgenerational 

trauma, and how the dramas and traumas are repeated from generation to generation, by 

the mechanism of projective identification. Houzel spoke how these psychic ghosts operate 

through the tales and legends in which the souls of the dead haunt the living, until they are 

given a Christian burial (pg.910). It may be that through this research, I am doing exactly 

this: giving these colonial ghosts the Christian burial so badly needed!  

But as Fanon aptly pointed out, this project is not about ‘hurling’ anger into people’s faces; 

it is not intended to endorse zealousness (Fanon, 2021; ix). Rather, Fanon has given me a 

sophisticated theory on how colonialism is internalized by the colonized, leading to an 

inferiority complex. Or what he called ‘epidermalization' of the Black man (2021; xi) which 

he explained as the requirement to be Black in relation to the white man. Hence, Fanon’s 
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influence will be tangible in this study. This will be in the quest to interrogate participant’s 

racial socialization and unpack the ways in which they have been affected by internalized 

racism, and how this interacts with experiences of racial microaggressions.  Critically, what 

has been a powerful personal gain in completing this study, has been about sailing towards 

healing and finding self. Engaging with Fanon’s thoughts has taught me to feel comfortable 

staying with raw emotions, and racial pain. As well put by Said (2018), “the truth about 

Fanon’s writing is to find, in a Fanonian sense, the truth in movements of the damned, the 

excluded and dehumanized” (pg. 17).  

Claudia Rankine asks in her book ‘Just Us’ (2020): 

… “I do know my life, livelihood, and the life possibilities depend on knowing more of certain 

things that White people wilfully ignore. Who will represent that reality if a Black person 

isn’t in the room?’’ (p. 59) … 

Maybe this research study is about that…” being in the room”! 

1.3 The professional, through racial microaggressions framework 

It is fair to say that because of my lived experiences, my professional and academic interests 

have tended to lean on fields which takes interest in the experiences of racially marginalised 

groups. Indeed, my motivation to join the profession of social work was based on its key 

tenet on social justice and anti-oppressive disciplinary focus. Social work plays a significant 

role in the field of racism, given the profession’s commitment to human rights and social 

justice. Social work's anti-racist perspectives (Dominelli, 1997) have already provided 

significant insight into the structural and institutional sources of disadvantages.  



20 
 

But racism within the profession is unquestionably still with us. It is imbedded in structures 

without being explicitly named, thus becoming more difficult to identify (Paul, 2014). My 

contextual experience as a Black African social worker confirms this, as illustrated in the 

below vignette: 

I remember attending a multidisciplinary safeguarding conference as the named social 

worker of the person involved. Conference was attended by colleagues from social care, 

health, and police. I was the only Black professional present. I remember being consciously 

aware of this fact… “something about how I emotionally experienced the ‘space’ I was 

in…feeling different and out of place.” 

A key participant arrived after introductions had been made. The queries he directed 

towards me suggested that he assumed I was the client’s paid care worker. His assumptions 

were probably informed by the fact that I was sat next to the care agency manager, and he 

had probably noted my familiarity with him. I suppose that sounds like a plausible 

explanation as to why he ‘misplaced’ me as a paid carer, rather than as the Social Worker of 

the client. On normal occasions, it is possible that I would have moved on without giving this 

a second thought…but there was something about this incident that heightened my 

awareness to this ‘misplacement.’ Maybe it was to do with what I have already mentioned 

about how I was emotionally experiencing the space I was in. 

My affective state following this ‘seemingly innocent mistake’ made me realise that 

something else had been triggered in my psyche; this was being communicated to me 

through the feelings that I was internally experiencing. The internal dialogue that was going 

through me concluded that ‘my Blackness had something to do with this misplacement.’ 

Although I had no way of proving this, my lived experiences and knowledge as a Black person 

informed my thinking and my conclusion; whilst this was in no way an ‘objective truth’ as I 

could not ‘prove it,’ it was nonetheless my ‘subjective reality’ at that time. My reality at that 

given moment was that the psychological impact, manifested in the myriad of emotions and 

self-doubt that I was internally experiencing, was not ‘imagined’ but very ‘real.’ 

As I drove back to the office that day, questions regarding that experience still lingered in my 

mind; did I imagine it? Did I get it wrong? Could it have been because of other factors such 
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as being a woman? What was the influence of my professional training on how I perceived 

the situation? Should I have said something? If I did, how would I have proven my 

‘accusation’ that he made assumptions about me because I am Black? Was I being too 

sensitive/ playing the race card? Is it possible that the incident was an innocent mistake that 

had nothing to do with race? Should I say something to my manager? 

The vignette shows the insidiousness and complexity of ‘invisible’ racism. This covert form 

of discrimination has been labelled as aversive racism (Dovidio and Gaertner, 2000), Modern 

racism (McConohay, 1983) and racial microaggressions (Pierce,1978; Sue, Capodilupo, 

Torino et al. 2007). According to Dovidio and Gaertner (2000), aversive-racism framework 

suggests that contemporary racial bias is expressed in indirect ways that do not threaten the 

aversive racist's nonprejudiced self-image. Modern racism (McConohay, 1983) on the other 

hand describes a different group of people who believes racism is no longer an issue, as they 

define racism as explicitly supporting negative stereotypes and acting in overtly 

discriminatory ways towards Black individuals. In differentiating between these two forms 

of racism, Estrada-Reynolds et al. (2023) suggested that aversive racists are egalitarian and 

discriminate when not reminded of their values, whereas modern racists do not espouse 

egalitarian values and discriminate when a non-racial reason exists to justify their behavior.  

For Nail et al. (2003) aversive racists will not discriminate when the race of the target is 

known and there are strong cues to avoid discrimination. They argued that modern racists 

will discriminate in this same situation, as they require an obvious cue that their prejudice 

or discrimination is being observed, otherwise they will discriminate in the absence of such 

a cue. While describing aversive racists, Hodson et al. (2005) suggested that the combined 

result of good intentions and negative intergroup biases represents a form of prejudice that 

expresses itself in a relatively subtle, indirect manner.   
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Racial microaggressions share some similarities with these forms of indirect racism; indeed, 

the covert nature of the racist act implicated in the vignette suggests that this could pass as 

any of the forms of covert discrimination discussed here. But as suggested by Sue et al. 

(2007), racial microaggressions are broader and describe a dynamic interplay between the 

perpetrator and recipient and focus primarily on their everyday manifestations.  In other 

words, in the ‘mundane’ nuances of interpersonal interactions (Harwood, 2018). Sue and 

Colleagues (2007) developed an original taxonomy of racial microaggressions, a framework 

that categorized interpersonal microaggressions as microinsults, microinvalidations, and 

microassaults. According to these authors, microassults are more overt forms of 

discrimination and can manifest in verbal or non-verbal attacks, while microinsults are rude 

or insensitive behaviours or statements that degrade a person’s racial heritage or identity. 

Microinvalidations on the other hand is when a person negates or denies the thoughts, 

feelings, or experiences of a person of color. Jones (2023) gives several important aspects of 

microaggressions; firstly, microaggressions can be verbal, or non-verbal. Secondly, they are 

“inescapable” and experienced by the Black community on a consistent basis. Lastly, they 

are referred to by the authors as “psychopollutants” because of the negative psychological 

impact they have on those who experience them (pg.2).  

On the last point made by Jones, this has resonance with the experience presented in the 

vignette. The vignette highlights that the impact of the incident on me was psychological in 

nature. Therefore, this went ‘unseen’ by person who caused it, or by anyone else in the 

room for that matter. Additionally, from the internal monologue recorded towards the end 

of the vignette, the paradoxical nature of hidden racism is clear; whilst on the one hand it 

was ‘invisible or even unintentional on the part of the person who caused it, the jarring 

impact on me cannot be denied- at least on a personal level. What this vignette shows, is 
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the usefulness of the notion of microaggressions in its ability to draw attention to what 

could be perceived as relatively minor subtle incidents that commonly arise, that 

nonetheless have deleterious effects on those targeted. It is also clear that in addition to 

dealing with my feelings following the incident, the ambiguous nature of this also 

‘burdened’ me with trying to ascertain whether the incident was intentional or 

unintentional, hence the quandary of deciding on appropriate response. It was also clear 

that my ‘sense making’ heavily relied on my experiential reality, which is contextual in 

nature and is informed by life experiences from a variety of situations. Also, given that the 

psychological distress continued even after the incident had passed on, this is indicative that 

I did not feel that I had dealt effectively with this.  It is these complexities inherent in racial 

microaggressions that drives my interest in this topic.  

Sadly, my experiences as a Black social worker and other anecdotal evidence from Black 

African social worker colleagues, suggests that these types of experiences are 

commonplace. This is indicative that there is an incongruence between the professional 

experiences of Black African social workers and the stated mission of social work as an anti-

racist profession.  

1.4 The organisational, from the concept of ‘organisation in the mind’ (Armstrong & 

Robert, 2005) 

As part of my Doctoral study, one of the requirements was to attend a group relation 

conference (GRC), with a view to learn the application of this in my role as policy actor in my 

employing organisation. GRC are designed to be temporary learning institutions, giving 

participants the opportunity to gain experience from their own experience about groups 

and organisations. Roberts and Obholzer (1994) argued that central to the learning process 
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is the repeated discovery of the presence of irrational and unconscious processes, which 

interfere with attempts to manage oneself, the groups task, and roles, in conscious and 

rational way.  

GRC included membership and participation in various large and small groups. I found being 

in these groups quite difficult, and most people felt the same. Negative energy from the 

large group would spill over to the small study group, and the hostility- better understood in 

psychoanalytic terms as transference (Curtis, 2015)- would mostly be directed towards the 

consultant facilitating the group.  

The atmosphere at the large group can only be described as ‘toxic,’ when the issue of race 

came up. I felt angry to see the White/ Black categorization that was being played out in the 

room. It was interesting to observe the psychological defence mechanisms (Hinshelwood 

&Skogstad, 2000) deployed by various people to cope with emotional pain that this topic 

had evoked; for example, when having a discussion on the topic, one white woman ‘‘burst 

into tears’’- her reaction prompted a heated discussion at the next session, based on 

DiAngelo’s (2019) concept of ‘white fragility’. Black people were angry with her ‘tears’ as 

this was experienced as an attempt to shift the focus from the pain experienced by Black 

people, to focusing on her distress as a white woman. The consultant  commented that no 

one had acknowledged his position as a white male consultant and how the group viewed 

him as a result of this;  I remember thinking that until he said that, I had not ‘’seen him in 

the room’’, probably because  ‘’ he represents a system that I perceive as inherently racist’’, 

and as such and  from  the perspective of defended subjects (Hollway and Jefferson, 

2000),what was being defended in me by this ‘’unseeing’’  was the psychic pain that would 

be evoked in me,  if I was to ‘’see’’ him. 
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It is fair to say that the experiences I had at the GRC are mirrored in what I experience in my 

employing organisation. As a Black African social worker working in an affluent local 

authority, whose populace is mostly white British citizens, the way I emotionally experience 

my employing organisation, or perhaps what organizational consultants would refer to as’ 

the organisation in my mind’ (Armstrong & Robert, 2005), is one I experience as being 

positioned at the ‘margins’. On this, Sue (2004) posits that because most institutional 

systems are monocultural in nature, they represent a potential source of cultural oppression 

for racial/ ethnic minorities and women.  

Given what I have said on being positioned on the ‘margins’ due to my ethnicity, my 

contention is that diversity and equal opportunities policies at the workplace, do not go far 

enough in ensuring fairness for all. It is well documented in literature that especially at 

workplaces, meritocracy as a cultural ideology (Pyke, 2010), plays a role in obscuring 

oppression. As argued by Weinberg and Fine (2022), social work has been on a path to bring 

more individuals into the profession who represent those at the margins. But they point out 

that if due to institutional racism those professionals do not have the same opportunities, 

the enterprise is a sham. For organisations, the policies, and politics of diversity within 

institutions have been questioned (Banks &Stephens, 2018), in the argument that this often 

prioritises targets of insertion, inclusion and representation over a genuine engagement 

with the structures of oppression.  

This study will lay bare why King (2023) asserted that as organisations increasingly ask 

employees to “bring your whole self to work”, the costs of obliging that seemingly 

progressive request are inequitable to Black African social workers.  
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1.5 Conclusion  

The autoethnography in this chapter has contextualised what this study intends to focus on. 

It has intimidated the suggestion that the interplay of racialisation process post migration, 

coupled with internalisation of racial oppression imbedded at an early age, is what goes on 

to interact to create unique experiences in how racial oppression is experienced by first 

generation Black African social workers, working in Britain. The self-narratives reported in 

this chapter underscores the argument made in this study, that the mandate to practice in 

social justice, lends itself arguably to an entirely different type and degree of vulnerability 

on Black African social workers.   

In summary, this chapter has delineated key topics pertinent to this study, namely: colonial 

legacy in African settings and how this shapes racial socialisation; experiences of migrating 

to a white majority setting and undergoing racialisation; and experiences of racism in a 

profession like social work which prides itself in social justice. Next chapter canvases existing 

literature on these topics, to help position this study within this.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



27 
 

Chapter 2: Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

This study explores the complexity of racial microaggressions as experienced by Black 

African social workers, when this is framed within the dynamic interaction of racial 

socialisation, migration, and the contested nature of Blackness. In the previous chapter, the 

autoethnographic narrative identified pertinent topics relevant to this study: colonial legacy 

in African settings and how this shapes racial socialisation; experiences of migrating to a 

white majority setting and undergoing racialisation; and experiences of racism in a 

profession like social work which prides itself in social justice. 

Correspondingly, this chapter will review existing literature on these topics and ultimately 

help to situate this study in the context of existing literature. The chapter is divided into two 

sections: in section one, a brief overview of the legacy of European colonisation in African 

setting will be discussed, as well as discussing how this influences the racial socialisation 

process of the African child. Following this, to accentuate the complexity of ‘becoming’ Black 

after migrating from a Black homogenous setting in Africa to a Western white majority 

setting, literature covering experiences of first generation Black African immigrants will be 

examined. Following this, given that this study relies on psychoanalytic concepts to explain 

how racism functions, a brief discussion of key psychoanalytic concept used in this study will 

be provided, followed by a brief discussion of internalised racism given the primacy of this 

concept in this study. Discussion will then proceed to section two, to discuss British social 

work in the context of racism and racial microaggressions,  

Section 1 

2.1 Colonial legacy in African setting and racial socialisation 
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I take the view that to understand the complexity of experiences of racial microaggressions 

on Black African social workers, there is an imperative to understand colonial legacies which 

persist in complicated ways. This is a nod to Tinarwo (2015) whose research with 

Zimbabwean social workers in the UK, highlights the deficit in British approaches to tackling 

racism. Tinarwo argued that this avoids connecting with history, but instead frames it as 

problems in individuals.  Mirroring this, Burman (2008) acknowledged that colonialism and 

racism must be understood in spatial as well as historical terms, pointing to the importance 

of time and space and of history and geography.   

That said, the limit in this study does not allow for a sustained critique of colonial history in 

African setting and neither is this the focus in this study. In brief, it will suffice to say that 

physical withdrawal of Western nations from African governance, did not minimize, but 

instead expanded control over Africa. For instance, the works of Anibal Quijano (2000, 2007) 

provide a helpful framework to define the colonial and postcolonial experiences. Quijano 

(2007) observes that although overt political colonisation has been eliminated, the 

relationship between Western culture and ‘the Others,’ continues to be that of colonial 

domination. This is supported by other scholars, who argue that colonialism is still much 

alive and influences the lives of Africa, Africans, and people of African descent (see in 

Mignolo, 2000; Swartz, 2018; Bulhan; 2015 among others). These are characteristics of 

abiding colonial attitudes among descendants of former colonised people, diagnosed by 

Fanon (1952) as the problem of colonial mentality. Others (such as Adjei and Mpiani, 2023; 

David, 2019) argues that epistemic violence and scientific racism, which promotes racist 

ideas about African inferiority, and to celebrate and legitimise Euro-American ways as being 

natural and normal, has been reported as a pervasive feature of psychology in African 

contexts. It is what Mpofu (2014) talks about, concerning the crisis of coloniality in 
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contemporary Africa. Nwoye (2021) describes this crisis through which Africans lost belief in 

themselves and in their culture and tradition, including their psychological independence as 

a people.   

With the foregoing, one can intuit the conditions under which racial socialisation in African 

settings occurs. Lesane-Brown (2006) defined racial socialisation as “specific verbal and non-

verbal (e.g., modelling of behavior and exposure to different contexts and objects) messages 

transmitted to younger generations for the development of values, attitudes, behaviours, 

and beliefs regarding the meaning and significance of race and racial stratification, 

intergroup and intragroup interactions, and personal and group identity” (pg.403). Linking 

racial socialisation to racism, research on racial socialisation indicates that how an individual 

experiences racism relates to her or his racial identity development (Carter, 2007; Helms, 

1990). And racial identity is suggested to be influenced directly and indirectly through the 

process of racial socialization (Helms, 1990).  Thus, the influence of racial socialisation on 

experiences of racism is significant, given that possession of attitudes that allows racialised 

people to resist discriminatory influences in the environments that they exist, is contingent 

on socialisation experiences (Jernigan & Daniel, 2011).  

To be clear, I understand race as a socially constructed concept, but use it as suggested by 

Gunaratham (2003) who argues that concepts such as 'race' should be used ‘under erasure' 

meaning concepts that have passed their analytic sellbydate and are no longer good to think 

with, but which have yet to be replaced. But in African settings, it is important to bear in 

mind the low centrality of race salience which refers to how much ‘race’ is relevant to 

people’s self-concept at a given time (Sellers et al. 1997). For those born and raised in a 

Black homogeneous setting as is the case in most African settings, studies have found that 
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the meanings and politics of ‘race’ do not take the same meanings as they do in Western 

context (for example in Bardhan & Zhang, 2017). Bardhan and Zhang notes that identity 

politics in the global South do not necessarily centre on ‘race’ and may coalesce instead 

along other vectors of power and human hierarchy such as religion, ethnicity, tribe, caste, 

and social class. The discussion which follows will highlight experiences of African 

immigrants to Western settings, to contextualise views around ‘race’ for an African person 

who has been racially socialised in an African setting where it is racially homogenous. 

2.1.1 Experiences of first generation Black African immigrants  

Clark (2008) argued that among the myriad of issues African immigration brings up, are 

those concerning identity. For instance, Chacko (2019) study on identity and 

transnationalism among first and second-generation African immigrants in the United 

States, found that for the first-generation immigrant group, it was venturing outside Africa 

that stimulated their recognition of race and heightened their sensitivity to racism, whereas 

for the second-generation group, the re-evaluation of their American identity and a dawning 

recognition of its racialization took place during early adulthood. Similarly, Anderson et al. 

(2023)   writing in the context of America, suggest that African immigrant having made up a 

“racial majority” in their home countries, are faced with unique challenges in adjusting as a 

member of the “racial minority” in the United States, as they are forced to reckon with the 

country’s unique sociopolitical hierarchical categorization of race. Nilinjana and Zhang 

(2017) reported similar findings; their study which explored the experiences of students 

from the Global South who entered United States for the first time as students, found that 

these students struggle with the centrality of race in how people communicate in the United 

States, mainly because they are used to understanding diversity, power, and social 
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hegemony in ways that do not centre on race.  Nilinjana and Zhang reported that the 

experience of racialisation seems most intense for participants from sub-Saharan African 

and/or mainly Black countries, who struggle with “becoming” Black in the United States. In 

the studies reviewed, some participants reported that they were not aware of their Black 

identity prior to migration; for example, in Abdi (2020) the study highlights nuances and 

complexity of the notion of Blackness and the various ways that it is taken up by different 

generations of Black immigrants. Abdi indicated that first-generation Black immigrants have 

a strong preference for ethnic identities, compared to the second generation whose 

perception of Blackness is far more fluid and complicated due to their experiences with 

racialisation and ethnic socialisation.  

2.2 Racism and psychoanalysis  

Generally, a psychoanalytic view of racism would study the psychological tendency of 

human beings, to categorize people into groups and to presume that some groups are 

superior to others (Blechner, 2020;247). Psychoanalytic explanations of how racism 

operates, tend to draw on dynamics such as transference, countertransference, projective 

identification, splitting and other defense mechanisms. Explaining these concepts, Curtis 

(2015) explained that in transference, unresolved residue of the needs, wishes and desires 

belonging to early formative experiences are brought to and are unconsciously transferred 

onto a figure in the present, while countertransference is to do with those unconscious 

feelings that are aroused in identification with the transference.  Knight (2019) observed 

that transference as a chief concept in psychoanalytic theory, was first noted by Freud in 

1905 who began to think about relationships occurring in the current time-space as 

containing past repetitive patterns of relating, primarily to parents, and thus rooted in 
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childhood experiences.  Expanding this concept, Melanie Klein (1946) is credited with being 

the pivotal person to begin the shift in focus towards object relations theory. Klein identified 

the psychological mechanism of projective identification, to describe how thoughts and 

feelings are transferred onto someone else. Building further on this, the work of Ogden 

(1979) suggests the manipulative potential of projective identification. Ogden suggested 

that projective identification acts in such a way as to evoke in the other, feelings and 

behaviours congruent with the projections. Ogden suggests that in addition, there is the 

wish/fantasy of control over the externa object, through the projections. On splitting, 

Melanie Klein proposed that death instincts cause anxiety in infants, and that to deal with 

these anxieties, the infant splits both his ego and his objects, and projects out separately his 

loving and hateful feelings into separate parts of the mother- a position Klein referred to as 

‘paranoid-schizoid position’ (Melanie Klein Trust, 2020). Klein argued that this splitting is 

essential for healthy development, as it enables the infant to take in and hold onto sufficient 

good experience, to provide a central core around which to begin to integrate the 

contrasting aspect of the self, progressing to what Klein called ‘depressive position’ (Melanie 

Klein Trust, 2020).  

In applying these Kleinian concepts in racism studies, Lowe (2008) for example, uses these 

concepts to explore relationship between Black and white people in both external and 

internal reality.  Lowe develops the concept of colonial object relations, to describe a 

tendency in black-white relationships for the white to control or attempt to control the 

black object. Lowe notes that attempts to dominate and degrade the black object by the 

white object, is because of a primitive way of relating characteristic of the paranoid-schizoid 

mode of functioning, significantly involving defensive mechanisms of splitting, projection, 

and projective identification, which results in exploitation and degradation (pg.21). 



33 
 

These psychoanalytic concepts have been deployed in numerous racism studies (see for 

example Bick, 2011; Blechner, 2020; Davids; 2020; Hartman, 2020; Holmes, 2021; Hook, 

2013, 2020; Knoblauch; 2020; Riggs, 2005; Sheehi, 2020; Whitsett 1996).  For example, 

Whitsett (1996) claims that projective identification may operate more frequently and 

strongly in racism than does simple projection. Whitsett added that the transactional nature 

of projective identification distinguishes it from simple projection, in that both projectors 

and recipients influence and are influenced by one another. Whitsett argued that the 

objects feel powerfully ‘contacted,’ though they may not be able to sort out the nature of 

the ‘contact’ (pg70).  

In relation to the study of racial microaggressions, when it is borne to mind what Sue et al. 

(2007) explained, that whilst microaggressions can usually be explained away by seemingly 

nonbiased and valid reasons, those at their receiving end often describe a vague feeling that 

they have been attacked or that something is not right (pg. 275), the usefulness of 

psychoanalytic concepts such as projective identification is obvious. But the general sense 

from reading existing literature, suggests that psychoanalysis has had a mixed history of 

addressing racism. On the one hand, its influence on racism related subject is evident, given 

the existing extensive body of research on this as shown here.  But on the other hand, 

researchers (such as Thomas, 2013) have pointed that psychoanalysis as a profession has 

found it difficult to think about how the colonial past has affected Black people’s present. 

Thomas argues that forgetting this painful history has meant that the profession has not 

considered its complex and haunting long-term effects on therapeutic relationships. 

Similarly, Morgan (2021) points to the features of psychoanalytic training that produce a 

disabling complacency, revealing a climate of colour-blindness where trainers, supervisors 

and analysts take the position that differences in colour are not noticed and not relevant to 
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in-depth analytic work.  Morgan argues that this denial of the reality of the impact of racism 

and power differentials, means the Black trainee is required to disregard important aspects 

of her or his experience and put aside their ‘Blackness’ if they are to survive (pg. 414). 

Tummala-Narra (2020) adds that although psychoanalytic literature concerning race and 

racism has been expanding over the past two decades, recognizing and integrating the 

experiences of Black students and therapists in practice and training settings continues to 

be largely overlooked. As later discussed in methodology chapter, the decision to thread 

together psychosocial methods with decolonial perspective is largely to attend to these 

issues.  

2.4 Internalised racism  

Internalized oppression concerns the ways in which a member of a target group adopts the 

dominant group’s ideology and the extent to which they accept their subordinate status as 

deserved, natural, and inevitable (Banks, 2018). Banks argues that racism is often thought of 

as existing and operating at the interpersonal and institutional levels, arguing that one 

aspect of racism that has been relatively forgotten, is its internalized component: racism 

that exists and operates at the internalized level (pg.1). Early conceptualisation of 

internalised racism (for example Du Bois, 1903; Fanon, 1952; Freire, 1972; Memmi,1965) 

noted the psychological effect of this type of racism. Du Bois (1903) theory of the double 

consciousness speaks to the conditions of internalised racism. Du Bois outlines the struggles 

Black people face, in holding ‘two souls’ or ‘two worlds,’ to denote the pressures of 

responding to the double mastery of reconciling the two worlds- that of holding to their 

cultures and heritage and the need to belong to the white world. Fanon (1952) put forward 

the idea that sustained denigration and injustice that the oppressed are subjected to, often 
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lead to self-doubt, identity confusion, and feelings of inferiority. Memmi (1965) postulated 

that the oppressed may eventually believe the interiorizing messages about one’s racial 

group, an idea consistent with Clark and Clark (1939) doll studies (see a discussion of this 

study in Byrd, 2012)). Freire (1972) contended that because of the inferiority attached to 

their racial group, the oppressed might develop a desire to distance oneself from their racial 

or ethnic group, and to emulate the oppressor because their ways are seen as superior.  

Contemporary conceptualisations of internalised racism (see for example in Pyke,2010; 

Smith,2022; David,2019; James, 2020) also emphasize the experience of internalized racial 

oppression as affecting the way a person thinks, feels, acts, perceives, and exists within the 

world. But for Mehta (2022), Internalised racism may also manifest as a gratitude tax, which 

refers to feeling indebted to institutions or seniors for opportunities, despite achievements 

being earned and not gifted. This indicates that minoritised people often push themselves 

to overachieve and perform acts of service. Thus, internalization of racism may arguably be 

the most damaging psychological injury that is due to racism (Speight, 2007). If internalized 

racism is an experience of self-degradation and embarrassment of one’s African identity as 

described by Maxwell et al. (2015), then it is not difficult to see why it would have an 

influence on how racial microaggressions are experienced by Black Africans.   

Section 2 

2.3 British social work in the context of racism and racial microaggressions 

Aymer (1996) provides a historical background on British social work engagement with racial 

issues up to the mid-1990s. Aymer observes that this engagement stemmed from social 

services departments being forced into the realization that they were not meeting the 

needs of Black communities, and that some of their practices were deemed to be directly or 
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indirectly racist.  In response to this, recruitment of Black and minority ethnic (BAME)3 social 

workers was seen as the solution (Lewis, 2000), the idea being that this would increase 

knowledge about cultural issues within the workforce and therefore improve practice 

(Mbarushimana & Robbins, 2015). Mbarushimana and Robbins observes that this logic 

continues in the practice of diversity work in large institutions.  

With the entry of BAME social workers in British social work, Wainwright (2009) observes 

that anti‐racism became prominent as a social and political movement in the UK from the 

1970s onwards because of the BAME communities’ resistance to racism, noting the many 

positive opportunities which emerged because of this. Keating (2000) provides a review of 

the contributions of anti-racist and Black perspectives to anti-discriminatory practice, but 

also offers a critique of limitations of anti-racist ideas. Keating argues that anti-racism has 

provided social work with a critique that paved the way for other forms of domination to 

enter the discourse on oppression in social work. But he cautions that to use anti-racist 

theory as the only frame of analysis is limiting, because it implies that racism is a system 

that operates independently from other systems of oppression and domination. Others 

(such as Singh, 2019) while interrogating the experiences and outcomes of anti-racist social 

work education, spoke of the saliency of ‘race’ and racism in a supposedly post racial 

society. The data presented in Singh’s paper enables an understanding of how learning is 

experienced differently by Black and white students, and why their different learning needs 

should be differentiated and reflected in different areas of course content.  Singh’s 

observation that Britain’s Black and minority ethnic communities are not homogenous and 

are comprised of a plurality of ethnic identities is helpful, as it invites need to consider the 

 
3I acknowledge the term BAME is contested. Increasingly, the term Global Majority is being used.  
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differences that exist among different racial groups. Current study acknowledges this, hence 

its focus on the unique experiences of Black African social workers.    

But in recent times, researchers (for example in Cane & Tedam, 2022) have commented on 

the shift in social work from anti-racist focus to a spectrum of social justice, with many 

arguing that this has diluted the discourse about race and racism. Indeed, Cane and Tedam’s 

qualitative study with 67 newly qualified social workers (ASYE), found that almost all the 

participants from racialised groups, whether on the pre-registration programme or the ASYE 

programme, had not received adequate training on the strategies needed to challenge 

racism targeted towards them by service users, or what to do if their managers were 

unsupportive. Many participants in this study felt their employers were not committed to 

anti-racism, and where conversations had begun to take place since George Floyd’s murder, 

concerns were that many discussions were tokenistic. This confirms Singh and Masocha 

(2019) observations, in their argument that racism and the experiences, histories and 

struggles of oppressed and colonised Black and minority ethnic people have become lost, in 

the desire to develop practice models beneficial to all equal opportunity target groups – 

including those who enjoy considerable class, racial and/or gender advantage (pg.3).   

In a general sense, the overwhelming evidence from literature is that racism has persisted in 

social work profession. For instance, disparities between Black and ethnic minority students 

and their white counterparts in social work education in England, continues to be reported 

(for example in Fairtlough et al.2014; Tedam, 2014, 2015; Masocha, 2015). In Fairtlough et 

al. (2014), the study summarised that Black and ethnic minority students progress more 

slowly on their social work programmes in England, than their white counterparts. These 

authors reported that several students identified that their use of English contributed to 
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difficulties experienced within their programmes.  Fairtlough et al. reported that when 

placements are scarce, and where students are competing with each other, Black and ethnic 

minority students could be disadvantaged in securing placements, adding that Black and 

ethnic minority students appeared to be more vulnerable to being referred and failed in or 

withdrawing from their placements.  In Masocha (2015), the role of race and racism in the 

ways in which Black students experience social work teaching and learning was examined.  

Masocha concluded that current discourse of inclusive learning does not sufficiently 

foreground the centrality of racism in this group of students' negative experiences.  

Matters do not appear to be any different for qualified BAME social workers. In Outlanders 

(Reid & Maclean,2021)- an anthology documenting compelling essays on anti-racism and 

social work education- the book powerfully amplifies the experiences and narratives of 

social workers from BAME backgrounds, including the invisibility of BAME social workers, 

the silencing of BAME social workers in the profession. The book also documents the agency 

and activism of BAME social workers, for example, Zoe Thomas, whose piece in the book is 

written as “act of rebellion and protest” (pg.32) against racism. Zoe powerfully contrasts her 

experiences as a social work practitioner to when she became a social work academic, 

describing the latter as “I entered a sterile world of emotional disconnect, privilege 

disinterest, white denial, the protection of fragile white feelings with a dose of insincere 

apologetic smiles of apathy and a few sympathetic nods” (pg.33).  

Elsewhere, in Mbarushimana and Robbins (2015), their study in a diverse East Midlands 

local authority, reported that BME social workers who took part in this study reported 

feeling that their efforts were not appreciated by the management and their struggles were 

not taken seriously. They reported that attempts by BAME social workers to improve the 
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service by positively dealing with racial issues, were not supported or upheld at 

management level. Obasi (2022) qualitative research with Black female social workers in the 

North of England, reveals examples of racism, marginality, invisibility, and hypervisibility as 

part of the lived experiences of Black female social workers in the study. Obasi reports that 

where Black social workers talked about their isolating experience of being the only Black 

member of the team, there was also an added frustration about the missed opportunities 

from colleagues to be more sensitive and empathetic to their situation. In Channer and Doel 

(2019), the study explored the specific experience of being Black in relation to post‐

qualifying study on a Post‐Qualifying Child Care Award (PQCCA) in Northern England. In this 

study, respondents felt that a change of career was likely, with all pointing to what they 

regarded as discrimination as playing a part in this decision. Participants in this study 

indicated that racism played a role in what they perceived to be exclusion from training 

opportunities. In Cane and Tedam (2022), they found that where racism is observed, newly 

qualified social workers are hesitant to whistle-blow due to the fear of becoming 

unemployable. Cane and Tedam observes that it is evident that when social workers are 

recipients of racism, the priority is placed on the needs and vulnerability of service users, 

rather than addressing the racism experienced by the social worker, although both are 

important. 

 2.4 Black African social workers in England and racism  

Specifically concerning Black African social workers in England, Samuel (2020) observes that 

Black African social workers make up 27 per cent of the workforce in England (12 per cent 

children and 15 per cent adult services social workers).  Research on this specific group is 

however limited, perhaps due to what Tedam (2015) noted; Tedam observed that majority 
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of the research tends to be within the categorisation of Black minority ethnic (BAME) often 

used by researchers and academics (as indeed evidenced in the foregoing section).  In the 

context of England, the exception to this is Tedam (2014, 2015, 2021) and Tinarwo (2017) 

whose work focuses on Black African social workers in England.  

Tedam (2014) reported that practice educators find it easy to fail Black African students. 

Tedam reported on how the tone, pitch, and pronunciation of words by people for whom 

English is an additional language, is regularly subjected to evaluation by native speakers of 

English, leading to what Tedam called the ‘expert first language user privilege’ (p.140).  

Tedam (2015) examined the experiences of Black African students on social work 

placements. The study reported experiences of racism, over-scrutiny, isolation and 

exclusion, differential treatment and that participants were racially stereotyped on a regular 

basis. Tedam (2021) explored the experience of Black African social workers during a period 

of the COVID-19 pandemic in England. The findings of this paper indicates that Black African 

social workers perceived some of their experiences to be racialised and discriminatory from 

managers and on occasion, from their peers.  

Tinarwo (2017) study sought to uncover racial discrimination as experienced by overseas 

Zimbabwean social workers, employed within the British Welfare State. Her findings 

highlight racism perpetuated by institutional policies that have remained unchallenged for 

years but have continuously served to undermine foreign qualifications and devalue work 

experience of those recruited from the Global South. The research participants also 

commented on commitment to policies like the equal opportunities policy within the 

organisation, with almost all of them strongly feeling that such policies were just there on 

paper and were not being put into practice within local authority. 
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2.5 Racial microaggressions  

See chapter one for previous discussion of racial microaggressions.  The burgeoning body of 

work covering racial microaggressions, is indicative of the prevalence of this issue in the 

society. The impact of racial microaggressions is known and widely reported in literature 

and will thus not be repeated here. But variations in experiences and types of racial 

microaggressions have been reported across racial groups; for example, in Torres-Harding, 

Andrade and Romero (2012), the study indicated that some racial microaggressions are 

unique to people’s experiences and stereotypes based on their racial group. This was 

confirmed in Wong et al. (2013) literature review on racial microaggressions, which 

identified uniqueness of racial microaggression experiences for immigrants who may not 

have encountered racial oppression prior to migration and are experiencing this for the first 

time in a new setting. Wong et al. literature review identified the possibility of differential 

experiences of racial microaggressions between native English speakers, and those who 

speak English as a second language, and differences attributable to degrees of acculturation 

and racial ethnic identity. 

2.6 Black African social workers and racial microaggressions  

There are studies focusing on racial microaggressions in social work (for example Nakaoka, 

2018; Davis & Mirick, 2022; Wong, 2008; Hollingsworth et al. 2018; Brown, Johnson & 

Miller, 2019; Weng & Gray, 2020), but none of these studies are specifically on Black African 

social workers in UK.  Most of these studies are in the context of America and are mostly in 

the context of education settings.  For example, Hollingsworth et al. (2018) investigated 

Black students’ experiences of racial microaggressions in a predominantly White institution 

in America. They found that Black students while struggling with the untoward effects of 
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racially oppressive experiences, are often simultaneously struggling to correct them and 

improve outcomes in the process.  Davis and Mirick (2022) study in social work education 

found that in classroom, about one third (31.8%) of participants reported experiencing a 

microaggression committed by a social work faculty member. Findings from this study 

indicate that in the larger sociocultural context, differences in social identity are related to 

differences in power and privilege, resulting in systemic inequality, and these dynamics are 

replicated in social work education and may result in microaggressions perpetrated against 

social work students from marginalized backgrounds. Wong (2008) examined the 

microaggressions as experienced by students and perpetrated by students and faculty in 

one of the most ethnically and racially diverse social work programs in the nation. They 

found that even where there is great diversity with the percentages in favour of people of 

color, microaggressions are strong and persistent. In Weng and Gray (2020) participants 

believed that racial microaggressions were evident in social work. Participants in this study 

reported that being treated ‘disrespectfully’ was one-way social workers displayed racial 

microaggressions. For example, participants said that when working with clients whose 

culture was more conservative, participants noted that some providers may dress or act 

inappropriately.  In the Canadian context, Weinberg and Fine (2022) explored the 

experiences of racisms and microaggressions in social work. Participants in their study spoke 

about the racism they experienced from service users toward themselves, including clients 

refusing the racialized social worker as their practitioner.  The study found that colleagues 

or managers did not treat incidents of racism by service users seriously, nor were the 

practitioners supported.  
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2.7 Locating this study within the exististing literature. 

The literature review in this chapter has evidenced an extensive body of literature covering 

experiences of racism and racial microaggressions on Black social workers. But at the time of 

writing this study, I did not identify any study on racial microaggressions specifically on Black 

African social workers in England. As discussed in this chapter, Tedam’s and Tinarwo’s 

studies have made significant contributions, in relation to acknowledging racism which have 

plagued the experiences of Black African social workers in England.  This study builds on this 

knowledge by contributing an original thought on the link between colonial legacy and racial 

socialisation and racialisation, and how this shapes how racial microaggressions are 

experienced by Black African social workers working in an English local authority.  This will 

bring understanding of the nuanced and the complex way racial microaggressions are 

experienced by first-generation Black African immigrants, and how this shows up in their 

professional life as qualified social workers.  Drawing from the Fanonian decolonial 

perspective informing this study, the unique contribution made by this study is its ability to 

unveil simultaneous experiences of racial microaggressions which are still framed with 

colonial fusions, while at the same time privileging various ways participants in the study 

exert their agency. This counteracts the normative positions whereby those racialised as 

Black, are often framed through dependency on whiteness.   

2.8 Developing the main research question.  

Given the broad focus in this study as described above, it was important for me that when 

developing the main research question, to approach this without fully anticipating the 

specific process in advance, as it is necessarily emergent. This resembles what Lipscombe et 

al. (2021) refer to as “swimming around in the uncertainty, where not knowing is valued” 
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(pg. 6). Hence, the main research question was framed as ‘openly’ as possible, to allow 

participants to focus on what they felt is important to them. Therefore, the main research 

question openly asked:  

‘’What does conversations with African Black social workers tell us about their experiences 

of racial microaggressions, and how can this inform the profession of social work/ and or 

employing organisations’’? 

Five research sub-questions were developed to enable the study to meet its aims and 

objectives: 

• In an African setting, how does racial socialisation in the context of historical colonial 

oppression and internalised racism, inform understanding about racial oppression?  

• What are the experiences of racism for those who may not have encountered or 

recognised racial oppression prior to migration to England, and are experiencing/recognising 

this for the first time in a new Western setting?  

• What are Black African social workers view on social work as an anti-racist 

profession? 

• At an organisational level, what have Black African social workers found in the 

organisational policies, culture, and practices that either enhances or negates their 

experience of racial microaggressions? 

• In the face of all this, how do African Black social workers continue in an 

environment that feels hostile to them?  

2.8 Conclusion 

Discussions in this chapter have shown that ‘race’ is not as salient in African settings as it is 

in Western settings. As discussed in this chapter, this has implications on experiences of 

racial microaggressions for Africans after they migrate to a Western white majority setting. 

Discussion in this chapter has highlighted the dynamic interaction of racial socialisation and 
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racialisation on experiences of racism on Black African immigrants. In the context of social 

work, discussions in this chapter have illuminated the prevalence of racism and racial 

microaggression within the profession.  We can thus expect that for the Black African social 

workers involved in this study, experiences of racism and racial microaggressions are 

prevalent, but that there is an added complexity of this arising from the specifity of their 

racial socialisation and racialisation.  

The next chapter focuses on the researcher’s positionality, to lay open the challenges of 

studying experiences of racial microaggressions on Black African social workers, when the 

researcher herself is a Black African social worker.  
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Chapter 3; Researcher’s positionality, ontology, and epistemology  

3.1 Introduction  

This study explores the complexity of racial microaggressions as experienced by Black 

African social workers, when this is framed from the double mastery of negotiating the 

influence of internalised racism on racial microaggressions, whilst also resisting this. In 

chapter one, the autoethnography contextualised what this study intends to focus on. The 

autoethnography laid bare the influence of the biographical experiences of the researcher 

on the research process.  

In this chapter, the focus is on researcher’s positionality, to illuminate the challenges 

present when the researcher’s identities are implicated in the research, especially in relation 

to communities with whom the researcher shares affinities.  Firstly, the researcher’s 

ontological positioning will be made visible, followed by a discussion on the researcher’s 

decolonial epistemology and a privileging of Ubuntu African worldview. Discussion will then 

turn to researcher’s reflexivity, to explain how the possibility of over-identification with the 

research topic due to the emotional nearness will be attended to. Lastly, discussion on   

participants’ wellbeing and that of the researcher will be considered, in acknowledgement 

that the nature of the research topic is likely to cause distress.  

3.2 Ontological and epistemological positions 

The two opposite philosophical orientations about the nature of reality, has been positivism 

and constructivism. The former claims absolute truths and causal laws, whereas the latter 

argues for reality which is relative to one’s position within the social system (Cruickshank, 

2012). Critical realism is positioned between these two philosophical orientations, and views 

unobservable structures as real, on the ground that their effects can be experienced or 
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observed (Bhaskar, 2008). This is because critical realism posits a structured reality 

composed of three levels: the empirical level consisting of experienced events; the actual 

level, comprising all events whether experienced or not; and, lastly the causal level, 

embracing the ‘mechanisms’ which generate events (Bhaskar, 2008).  On this basis and on 

the issues of racism, the broader historical context, and my subjective experiences as a Black 

person, plays a significant role in mediating my belief that racism exists. Not only do racism 

exists, but also the wider historical and societal structures are inter-woven. I believe that 

certain power relation exists, and that these have material consequences for certain people 

(Ahmed, 2008). Therefore, the ontological standpoint from which I interact with reality is 

that of a critical realist. Critical realism will be further discussed in the next chapter.  

Epistemologically, I started the research journey as a social constructionist. But as I started 

deeply engaging with my research topic, I realised that social constructionist is ill positioned 

to meet my research aims. My research interest is on how people experience racial 

oppression, in this study racial microaggressions. But given that social constructionism 

prioritises people’ lived experience without accounting for their ‘actual’ conditions or the 

broader structures that creates these conditions (Neuman, 2014), I found this approach 

insufficient to meet the objectives of this study.  Furthermore, due to my education which I 

acknowledge is steeped in Western sensibilities, constructing knowledge from my initial 

social constructionist lens would ‘weaken’ this study’s decolonial aims, considering that 

social constructionist ignores the structural conditions which creates oppression (Neuman, 

2014).  

I thus turned to decolonial epistemology. Decoloniality is thinking and existing with and 

from standpoints that make what is presumed to be “other,” visible and valued (Silva,2022). 
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On this, several social work scholars around the world are resisting the privileging of white 

Western epistemologies and perspectives, in influencing what is conceptualized as 

legitimate ‘social work’ and therefore what is regarded as valid social work knowledge (see 

for example the work of Chigangaidze 2021, 2022; Mulumba &Carvalho, 2023; Ibrahima & 

Mattaini, 2019; Ndimande, 2012; Mugumbate et al. 2023; Seehawer, 2018, among many 

others).  These scholars discuss Ubuntu as an African philosophy, worldview, moral ethics, 

and a way of knowing, advocating for this philosophy to be adopted when working with 

Africans. In brief, Chigangaidze (2021) conceptualises Ubuntu as “an African philosophy that 

is based on humanness, kindness, communality, socio-structural issues such as social justice, 

and human rights” (pg. 291). Others (such as Mugumbate et al. 2023) define Ubuntu as 

“African humanism, a people-centred approach to looking at the world” (pg.2).  Community 

as the cornerstone in African thought and life, is a similarity shared in many African cultures.  

In the context of the study, I was mindful that for the Africans to whom this study is 

concerned about, there is a need to recognise that “the White Western perspectives do not 

reflect values and knowledge systems in other contexts such as the African Obuntu/Ubuntu 

(Tusasiirwe, 2023: pg.1).  It is this that firmed my decision to favour decolonial perspectives. 

I acknowledge the possibility that some may question the ‘rigour’ of this study, due to my 

display of explicit political and cultural subjectivity in this research. I admit that compared to 

approaches taken in traditional Western research, approaching this research as a 

‘decolonising interpretive research (Darder,2019), sometimes feels like ‘a less defined 

methodology’. Admittedly, because of this, concerns around ‘research rigour’ has been an 

enduring pre-occupation throughout this study.  But on this, Darder (2019) exhaults me to 

stay the course: 
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“About concerns that a decolonizing approach is less rigorous, due to its expressed political 
and cultural subjectivity, there are a few things that must be understood. Rigor is the 
outcome of developing an intellectual capacity to engage critically and move with depth into 
different aspects and dimensions of an issue or problem that one is studying, and to do this 
both systematically and creatively” (pg. 4). 

3.3 Researcher’s reflexivity 

An imperative in this study is to be therapeutic in its focus, and this commitment is reflected 

throughout the whole research process (see an example of this on the diary reflection on 

Ivy’s data in page 68). I use the term ‘therapeutic’ here very cautiously given that I am not a 

trained therapist; my use of the term ‘therapeutic’ is tentative and mostly to suggest the’ 

potential’ in decolonial researchers “to be the transformative ‘healers’ who use research to 

improve the lives of the marginalised research” (Barnes, 2018:383). Expanding further on 

the issue of using psychoanalytic concepts when one is not a trained therapist, Archard 

(2020) acknowledged the anxiety and trepidation he experienced in his choice of a 

psychoanalytically informed method, in his acknowledgement that although he had some 

knowledge of psychoanalysis, he was however without clinical training. I have similar 

concerns as Archard. But I equally concur with his view that although social workers are not 

trained as psychotherapists, their professional training, and the nature of the job they do, 

certainly skills them to have conversations that deal with intimate and personal matters as 

psychotherapists do. 

But this has prompted me to consider what it means to complete research with other Black 

African social workers who share many similarities with myself (Black, African, immigrants, 

social workers), and the possibility that over the course of this research study, I may find 

myself conducting the research from any of those positions. There is a real possibility for 

over-identification, via transference- countertransference. 
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Therefore, and taking a leaf from Trainor and Bundon (2020), I will endeavour to provide 

clear examples of ‘reflexivity in action’ throughout this thesis. This is with a view to share my 

thought processes and my subjectivity and involvement in data production. For ease, the 

reader will find these examples wherever the box borders and shading appear on the text. 

To illustrate this, I offer a diary entry I completed as I analysed interview data for one of the 

research participants (Tia)4 

In one of my diary entries, this indicates that while listening and watching the recording of 

first interview with Tia, I noted how her tone and body language would change, as she 

voiced some of her experiences. I noted that whenever these changes occurred, I would 

mirror this with my “mmhs,” almost to signal that I understand and hear what she was 

saying. It is as if in those times, I would occupy a position not that of a researcher removed 

or distanced, but an equal participant with her. I get a sense that my action stems almost 

from an automatic need in me to validate and bear witness to what she was saying. It is an 

interesting aspect when researching a topic that is so near emotionally, because then I catch 

myself identifying with what Tia is saying. And that is shown in my mmhss responses and my 

visual ques, which hopefully communicates to her that ‘I not only hear, but also ‘knows’ 

what she is telling me. This is an interesting reflection in terms of my emotional responses 

to data and what that means to how I receive and interpret it. 

Another entry on a different date indicates that when listening to Tia’s recording, I note how 

sad and emotional I get, listening to what she said about “very few Black people who want 

to fight.” I feel sad because Tia recognises that Black people not fighting, denies them the 

job satisfaction. But at the same time, Tia recognised that they do not fight because they 

want to survive. I catch the emotion in her when she talks about the impact of the 

experience she went through at the hand of a white manager, and how this impacted her 

family life. She said that she was feeling on edge and anxious when Monday comes. No 

 
4 The reader is advised that all names mentioned in the thesis are pseudo names. 
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matter how many times I listen to this, I feel overwhelmingly sad, because ‘I know’ from my 

lived experience that this is the reality of many Black workers. 

3.2 Participants’ wellbeing and that of the researcher 

I was also very mindful that by asking participants to narrate their experiences of racial 

microaggressions, this will undoubtfully provoke pain and distress, as participants relive 

their experiences of this. But based on the concepts of the ethics of researching 

psychosocial subjects (Holloway &Jefferson, 2000), the emphasis is not so much on 

avoidance of harm, but on the researcher’s responsibility for creating a safe context, in 

which issues of honesty, sympathy and respect are central. To emphasise this point, I offer 

field notes and diary reflections for another participant (Kay):  

I noted Kay’s body language just before he started his narrative. I noted the nervous laugh 

and the shifting in his seat. With insight I now have from the two interviews I have 

completed with him, I can now decode this body language, as a signal to what I now know of 

the pain and racial trauma he still carries with him. Thinking about this, it is no wonder that 

the transference in the two times we have met for individual interviews, has had me 

adopting a very maternal position, and an acute need in me to spare him the pain activated 

by speaking about his experiences. This may explain why in the first interview, I 

‘instinctively’ did not want to dig too deep about his experiences with Home Office. I 

‘instinctively’ deduced that his process of normalising his immigration status in this country 

was a painful process. When I discussed this during supervision with my supervisors, this 

invited reflection on whether this was an attempt by myself as the researcher to protect 

myself from pain? 

I will not deny that Kay’s narrative activated a deep pain in me on his behalf. However, after 

much reflection and listening to the whole interview and field notes, I don’t think I was 

protecting myself. Rather, this was an ‘instinctive’ need in me to minimise ‘distress’ on him, 

known to me through the countertransference. I also had in mind the research ethics, about 

not wanting to create ‘unnecessary’ harm. Unnecessary in the sense that I did not deem it 
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necessary for the purpose of this research, to ask him to relive his immigration experiences, 

which clearly carries deep personal pain to him. 

While doing this research, I have often reflected that when I decided to study this topic, 

nothing could have prepared me for the psychological and emotional ‘burden’ I 

experienced, when the actual research got underway. I have often reflected that even 

though I considered my wellbeing as part of the ethics application process, I admit that on 

hindsight, I never really grasped the ‘reality’ of this at that point. What I had thought was 

that my considerable lived experiences of racism would have prepared me for this; but, 

‘offering’ myself to be a ‘container’ of the experiences my participants ‘entrusted’ me with, 

and staying ‘emotionally close to these experiences,’ was quite emotionally tasking. I have 

cried a few times. I have felt overwhelmed at times.  

Thankfully, I have had supervision space to ‘unburden’ myself during the research journey. 

My family and close friends have provided strong ‘scaffolding’ to ensure I can keep standing 

without buckling under the weight. My Christian faith has been my strength and stay. And 

lastly, keeping a research diary has been therapeutic and cathartic. On hindsight, I would 

advise anyone embarking on ‘emotionally near’ research, to give considered thought on 

how they will keep themselves safe. I admit that at the beginning, I underestimated the 

impact of this on myself as the researcher.   

3.4 conclusion  

This chapter has made explicit the researcher’s critical realist ontology, but also made it 

plain that a concern in this study, relates to epistemology in relation to research proclivity 

which tends to privilege white Western epistemologies at the expense of non-Western 

epistemologies.  To counteract this and specifically in relation to the Africans whom this 

study is concerned about, this study has turned to decolonial epistemology.  What 

discussions in this chapter has alluded to, is what Kenneth (2022) discusses as ‘the 

epistemology of resistance’. Kenneth described this as a lens which tries to elucidate the 

epistemic aspects of oppression, whilst also trying to offer a way out of the epistemic 

injustices that accompany oppression. Such were my considerations when deciding on the 

research design and methodology, as discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology   

4.1 Introduction  

This research study focuses on first generation Black African social workers, working in an 

English local authority, to document their experiences of racial microaggressions. The 

previous chapter accentuated an important consideration in the study, which is how to 

theorise racial microaggressions without reinforcing the hegemonic belief in Black African’s 

inferiority and inability to assert agency. As already communicated in previous chapters, the 

decolonial epistemology informing this study is with an intention to unveil experiences of 

racial microaggressions which are still framed with colonial fusions, but without framing this 

through dependency on whiteness. 

This chapter discusses how the overall research design enables this study to meet its 

objectives.  Firstly, a brief mention of the difference between quantitative and qualitative 

research will be offered, as well as positioning this study within the latter. Following this, 

critical realism as this study’s philosophical assumption will be discussed, and with this, a 

discussion on how it harmonises with a decolonial methodology. A brief discussion on how 

participants were selected is then followed by a discussion on the mixed methods used for 

data collection. Lastly, discussion on data analysis will be provided.   

4.2 Research type 

Quantitative methods are more appropriate when establishing cause-effect relationships, 

and when professional values and processes are not compromised by controlled techniques 

(Cooper et al.  2023). Given the nature of the phenomenon under investigation, it is 

apparent why quantitative method is ill suited for this study. Qualitative studies seek to 
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understand the complex phenomena through participants experiences, and thus can 

explicate the perceived explanations, mechanisms and the complex relationships that may 

not otherwise be identified through quantitative research (Allana and Clark, 2018). This 

study privileges participant’s subjective experiences, as well as acknowledging the value-

laden nature of the overall research study. Thus, positioning this study within qualitative 

methodology is appropriate. 

4.3 Philosophical assumption; critical realism   

Critical realism was introduced in the previous chapter. Earlier in the study, it was observed 

that there is little research that draws a clear causal connection between internalised racism 

and the influence of this on experiences of racial microaggressions. Suggestion was made 

that critical realism offers a way to investigate this. For this study, critical realism is 

important for three main reasons:  

Firstly, informed by Fanonian sociogenic theory, a central premise of this study is the 

centrality of the influence of colonial legacy on racialised people. This ‘colonial legacy’ is not 

a concrete element that can be investigated directly. From a critical realist position 

however, its complex causality can be inferred from the patterns of events it generates, as 

experienced and observed in the lived experiences presented in this study. This is made 

possible because as Wiltshire and Ronkainen (2021) notes, critical realism offers a real 

potential to engender a thought process which entails thinking about the mechanisms that 

may be latent or dormant, but that which have real causal influence on the world because 

of their intrinsic properties. This is in harmony with the Fanonian sociogenic theory 

informing this study, since this theory asserts that the inferiority complex of the Black man 

is not an individual problem (Fanon, 2021; xi), but lies in the structures of colonialism (both 
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political and economic). In critical realist terms, rather than seeing internalised racism 

manifested in how participants respond to racial microaggressions as an individual 

weakness or maladaptive coping, it is instead seen as nested within the domains of the real, 

the actual and the empirical. 

Secondly, this study also considers that the subject of microaggressions have not been 

without its critics (for example Lilienfeld,2017 and Elder,2021). For instance, Lilienfeld 

argued that the ‘eye of the beholder’ assumption in the microaggressions literature, 

generates quandaries, given that it is not apparent what level of agreement among minority 

group members would need to regard a given act as a microaggression. Moreover, a general 

understanding is that most microaggressions contain both a conscious communication and 

hidden or metacommunication, that is outside the level of perpetrator awareness (Nadal et 

al. 2014). Therefore, the phenomenon under investigation can only be understood if people 

understand the structures that generate events, and this can only be achieved if the 

exploration of what is observable, is also accompanied by studies of the hidden generative 

structures. Critical realism is helpful because as Willis (2023) notes: 

 “It provides on the one hand, an ontological basis for making inferences about unobserved 

or unobservable entities or processes that are nevertheless real and have impacted on what 

we have observed or can observe, and on the other hand, can help us provide explanations 

(as opposed to just descriptions) for the content of our data” (pg.282).   

Thirdly, the conceptual challenge of researching racism is known; for example, Stephens 

(2013) attributed this due “to the need to view racism as grounded as much in psychological 

as in macro-political processes, as existing in both concrete material arrangements and 

phantasmatic dispositions and as perpetuated as much in (inter)subjective as in 
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institutional” (pg.1). This complexity by necessity requires ‘creativity’ as illustrated in the 

approach taken for data collection methods in this study (discussed from page 56).  Bearing 

this in mind, it is a strength that critical realism functions as a general methodological 

framework for research but is not associated with any set of methods (Fletcher, 2016).  

But it is also acknowledged that critical realism also has its weaknesses; for example, the 

reliance on researchers’ prior knowledge of the conceptual landscape (Wiltshire & 

Ronkainen, 2021), carries the risk that this may ‘unduly’ shape the explanations generated. 

To bring this point to life, I offer below a diary reflection I completed after reading Kawa’s 

interview script, following his second interview: 

During the first interview, Kawa described his ‘sadness’ about those Black young girls at the 

laundrette, who did not respond to his ‘friendliness.’ Kawa explained that ‘he had assumed 

that they would “see him as one of them.” During this first interview, my ‘prompting’ 

around this suggests that I was informed by my existing knowledge about ‘the political 

Blackness’ and the ‘solidarity’ from this. From this perspective, I interpreted the ‘sadness’ 

Kawa experienced as caused by ‘the young girls not seeing him as their African brother.’  

However, during the second interview, when I clarified this with Kawa, it became apparent 

that his sadness did not stem from the ‘empirical level’ (i.e the interpersonal relationship 

with these young girls); rather this was on ‘causal level’ (i.e the mechanisms driving what is 

observable on the interpersonal level), which Kawa explained as the ‘divide and conquer’ 

tactics employed by colonial masters, to ensure Africans are not united. Kawa’s sadness 

stemmed from what he saw as the role played by ‘Western’ governments to create what he 

called a ‘wedge’ between Black communities,’ his sadness stemming from younger 

generation of African heritage not recognising this.  

The strength of the chosen FANI interview method is its insistence on completing at least 

two interviews with each participant. Had I relied on only one interview for data collection, 

my ‘interpretation’ based on my prior knowledge on the topic, would have ‘obscured’ 
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Kawa’s focus on the unseen mechanisms involved, concerned with the ongoing influence of 

coloniality.   

4.4 Inclusion and exclusion criteria: 

The focus in this study is on social workers who are Black Africans, who immigrated to 

Britain as adults post socialisation age (in this study, I take the word ‘adults’ very ‘loosely’ to 

mean post primary school age). To meet the organisational focus in this study, the said 

social workers had to be working in a local authority, and for practicality, in the same local 

authority as the researcher.  

I did consider whether to include Black Africans social workers born in this country.  But 

from my subjective experiences in listening to how my Black children who are born in this 

country talks of racism, I have realised that their orientation to Blackness and where this 

positions them in relation to societal structures, is vastly different to mine. This 

understanding and wisdom from lived experiences, added with what I identified in the 

literature review, firmed my decision on the stated inclusion criteria. 

4.5 Recruitment method and location  

In most studies that I reviewed, I noted that purposive criteria (Patton, 1990) were mostly 

used to select a sample, to maximise chances of recruiting participants who fits the inclusion 

criteria. I used the same sampling method in this research. To secure participants, I sent 

research participation request via email, to the Black and Ethnic staff network group in the 

local authority I work in and requested participations from the targeted group.  

My approach to seeking participant involvement was to be flexible to suit their preference 

and needs. I offered the option of taking part in the research either virtually or face to face, 

especially given current ways of working due to the recent pandemic. Following COVID-19 
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pandemic, this has highlighted the benefits of embracing technology, and how much this 

saves time due to reduced need to travel to places. My assumption was that participants are 

likely to be willing to take part in the research if participation is online, and this proved to be 

the case as all participants opted for the online medium. Microsoft Teams platform was 

used for the research, as this is the online platform currently used and approved in the local 

authority involved. 

4.5 Methodological approach  

4.5.1 Psychosocial approach to research 

Due to the nature of the research problem, I acknowledge that in seeking to uncover the 

‘unconscious’ processes implicated in racial microaggressions, what I am seeking to 

investigate is not just openly there ready to be observed (Lindseth & Norberg, 2022). The 

challenge therefore is finding ways to investigate what is not readily seen or readily named. 

As well put by Brett (2018), “language is not always sufficient in understanding human 

emotional experience”, adding that “some feelings are beyond words, and it is only through 

affectively feeling the emotion that some things can be truly understood” (pg. 5). Hoggett 

(2008) suggested that people communicate affectively as well as discursively, precisely 

because of the inherent limitations of language in expressing experience (pg. 381).  In the 

context of racial microaggressions, the limitation of language to explain this is well noted; 

for instance, in Sue et al. (2007), these authors explain that those at the receiving end of 

racial microaggressions “often describe a vague feeling that they have been attacked or that 

something is not right” (pg. 275). This thus suggests that at times, experiences of racial 

microaggressions are not always immediately accessible to the recipient through language. 

A psychosocial approach is well placed to attend to this, because as noted by Brett (2018), 
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“a psychosocial approach takes into account narrative construction but goes beyond this to 

access to the unconscious thoughts, motivations, feelings, fears, and desires of the 

participant” (pg.2).  

Moreover, given the known anxieties triggered in racism discussions, I was cognizant with 

the possibility that both myself as the researcher and participants will be ‘defended’ 

(Holloway & Jefferson, 2000) during the research encounter. I was attracted to psychosocial 

research methods because the methods offer opportunity to consider the unconscious 

communications, dynamics and defences that exist in the research environment (Clarke & 

Hoggett, 2009). This is what prompted my choice of free association narrative interviewing 

(FANI) method, for the individual interviews (later discussed from page 62).   

This said, scholars (such as Hunter, 2005) have demonstrated the benefit of coupling other 

approaches with the psychosocial; for example, Hunter points out that” the problem with 

current policies seeking to redress institutional discriminations is the failure to acknowledge 

the ambiguous relationship between institutional and individual racism and sexism within 

health and social care” (pg. 150).  To contest these imbalances, Hunter developed a feminist 

psychosocial methodology for her project.  

Taking a cue from Hunter, I was mindful that for the Africans about whom this study is 

concerned, concern exists that when it comes to attending to colonial racism, a 

psychoanalytic informed method may fall short. This is from what researchers such as 

Thomas (2013) have pointed, that psychoanalysis finds it difficult in thinking about how the 

colonial past has affected Black people’s present. I was thus conscious that a psychosocial 

method on its own, is insufficient to meet this study’s objectives. This is what inspired the 

coupling of the two decolonial data collection methods used in this study (autoethnography 
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and focus group), with the FANI psychosocial method used for the individual interviews. The 

discussion that follows discusses the three data collection methods used in this study.  

4.5.2 Autoethnography as a decolonial strategy  

Chapter one provided my biographical reflexive account of myself as the researcher. As I 

discussed in chapter 1, completing the autoethnography was a process for me to start 

unwinding internalised colonisation as well as surfacing how colonial practices affect my life. 

This is influenced by Freire (1970) insistence that emancipatory knowledge of the 

researcher, must emerge from an intimacy with the empirical knowledge of the people. 

Completing the autoethnography prior to commencing data collection exercise with 

participants, ensured that I turned inwardly first. This honours what decolonial perspectives 

teaches us, about putting the researcher’s tool on ourselves first, before turning the tool on 

others (Silva, 2022). This kind of reflexivity characterised by a practice of self-reflection and 

introspective awareness, facilitates decoloniality which seeks to deconstruct hegemonic 

epistemologies that render Indigenous and local community knowledge as illegitimate 

(Jesica, 2018).  

Thus, my use of autoethnography was/is an intentional decolonial strategy for two reasons: 

firstly, by deciding to avail my personal experience as part of the research enquiry, this 

enabled me to “investigate in depth my existence, my being (who I am), and what I know 

(my knowledge) through observing and narrating my lived experiences and social realities” 

(Nguyen &Chia, 2013: 215). Secondly, as part of the testimonio (provided in chapter 1) was 

orally read to participants at the focus group, this was not only a means to connect with 

research participants thus reduce the researcher-researched distance, but it was also an 

intentional act of epistemology disobedience (Mignolo, 2009). This is because I intentionally 
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sought to depart from “the typically superior, detached, objective and aloof disposition of a 

researcher, and shatter the barrier separating the researcher from their research subjects” 

(Quah, 2020: 206). Sharing ‘self’ with participants through orally reading the testimonio to 

them, was with the intention of honouring an African centred ontology, whereby knowing 

who I am as a researcher is in relationship with my research community (Glocke, 2011).  

While this method may be a deviation from scientific research which conceives the 

researcher as distanced from the research activity (Mignolo, 2009), I however saw this from 

the perspective of Mignolo, who resists zero-point epistemology. Mignolo describes this as 

“the knowing subject who is detached and untouched by the geo-political configuration of 

the world in which people are racially ranked and regions are racially configured” (pg.160). 

Mignolo calls for epistemic disobedience to delink from the illusion of the zero point.   

4.5.3 Focus group 

I designed the focus group based on the principles of ‘Thinking Spaces’ (Lowe,2014). This 

was to lessen the anxiety in racism discussions, prior to completing individual interviews. 

But also, and most importantly, it was to provide a safe environment where colleagues with 

a similar ethnicity and professional values can support one another. What is remarkable in 

reflections cited in Lowe’s model, is not so much the pain they describe, but the fact that 

they have been unspoken. Lowe notes: 

…” the discussion was not just a release of painful emotions; it was also a reclaiming of part 

of the self—one’s cultural heritage that had become split-off and kept at the periphery 

(pg.31). 
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Thus, whilst the primary source of data for this study was derived from individual 

interviews, the decision to incorporate a focus group in the design of the study was an 

intentional decolonial strategy- in the sense that the main purpose of the focus group was 

to facilitate a space where myself as the researcher could come together with research 

participants in a mutually inclusive space. This intentional consciousness of the researcher 

and the research coming together, was inspired by the ‘collective’ orientation of African 

people espoused in the Ubuntu African world view (see earlier discussion in page 46). As 

well put by Ibrahima and Mattaini (2019) “existence-in-relation defines the African 

conception of life and reality” (pg.801).   

The design of the focus group was therefore intentionally decolonial, in the firm believe that 

if research is to benefit those being researched, then it “should be driven by indigenous 

worldviews, cultural values and a language that is relevant to the indigenous group with 

whom research is undertaken” (Marovah & Mutanga, 2023:1). Consequently, the main 

emphasis in the focus group was not just sharing painful experiences of racial 

microaggressions, but was also an invitation as a group, to look at the world differently and 

to ask all of us to undo what we have grown to know and accept as truth. In wanting to 

distinguish the design of this focus group from any other focus group design, Seehawer 

(2018) words in reference to such spaces come to mind: “that they are considered sacred in 

many indigenous cultures and serve as a space for personal growth and transformation” (pg. 

458).    

The focus group was held online via Microsoft Teams. Of the 15 participants who had 

accepted the invitation, 12 participants logged in and participated, although 3 participants 

did not participate to the end as they had to deal with some personal emergencies.  I used 
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Microsoft software to record the session and to transcribe. I offer below a diary reflection I 

completed, after holding the focus group: 

I have been reflecting on the focus group data; I have gone back to watch the recording, and 

I am struck at my body language. 

I noted how at first when I first started the focus group, I had a very visible body movement 

rocking forward and backwards. I was drawn to this bodily movement. Something about the 

way my body moved, communicated to me about the anxieties I was holding as the group 

facilitator and researcher. I wonder whether this bodily movement, at the start of data 

collection phase, was a way of mentally preparing myself to receive the projections from 

participants, given the nature of the research topic?  

As I think of this, I have this visual image of ‘nesting;’ like how pregnant beings do the 

preparation ready for birthing? Almost physically getting ready for the onslaught and pain 

associated with any birthing. 

Given that the focus group was my first data collection exercise, the embodied experiences 

noted here, felt to me like a symbolic ‘boundary crossing’ into the research journey, and 

provided me insight to the emotional demand that will follow, during the individual 

interviews.  

The story told from focus group data, can be summarized in three words:  

Violence-participants used words like “needing protection”; “attack”; “shove aside”; “fight 

on”; and “scared to fail”. 

Obscurity- participants used words like “profiles anonymised”; “I can’t see you”; “Black 

students overlooked”; “greetings not acknowledged”; “it’s like you are not there”. 

Inhuman- participants used phrases like “I am just a pay roll number”; “not seen as a 

person”; “Black person cannot sit on my seat”. 

Reflecting on this, it has occurred to me that the reported ‘bodily rocking,’ is a ‘visceral’ 

response to the ‘violence ‘emptied’ into the space through the narratives shared, and ‘held 

in my body’. The linked ‘boundary crossing,’ is reflective of how much Black workers must 

mentally and physically prepare themselves, as they go to work, into what they know to be 
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‘hostile spaces. This to my mind is what my ‘body’ mirrored in this ‘locking back and forth,’ 

to ‘soothe or comfort myself,’ in readiness to the onslaught about to be received into my 

body, from the research experience. 

That said, is it not then feasible to think of this ‘boundary crossing’ as the ‘rituals and mental 

preparation’ that these Black African social workers engage in daily, in their awareness of 

stepping into unsafe spaces to do their job? As the researcher, to ‘hold and carry’ this 

awareness of how much extra ‘burden’ on these workers, not just to survive in hostile 

spaces, but to effectively perform their duties as ‘containers’ for others in their professional 

role as social workers, is exhausting! 

 

4.5.4 Individual interviews: 

The same participants who participated at the focus group were invited for individual 

interviews; 7 participants accepted.  Approach to individual interviews was based on free 

association narrative interviews method (FANI), as laid down by Holloway and Jefferson 

(2000). Holloway and Jefferson do not suggest that the interviewer is an objective observer, 

but what they encourage is for the researcher to try not to impose a structure on the 

narrative. What is prioritised in this method is the importance of the psychoanalytic 

technique of free association. Holloway and Jefferson explain that by following the 

principles of free association, respondents are asked to say whatever comes to their minds 

in relation to the subject of discussion (see appendix 3 for interview schedule).  

The authors suggest completing two interviews with each participant, and this proved useful 

as shown in the diary reflection for Kawa given in page 39.  

Holloway and Jefferson (2000) concept of ‘defended subject’ (pg.33) is helpful in the context 

of this study, given that the nature of the research topic is likely to arouse different kind of 

effect, hence the ‘defences’ that may be adopted by both the researcher and the 
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researched to cope with this.  Additionally, if it is accepted that interpretation of 

microaggressions will necessarily be contextual to the individual, and others may make 

different interpretations of the same, then it follows that the method chosen, needs to 

account for this. The potential of free association narrative method to defy narrative 

conventions, hence enabling the researcher to notice incoherencies in participants’ 

accounts and accord them due significance (Holloway &Jefferson, 2000:37), is what makes 

this method particularly useful in the context of racial microaggressions. To illustrate this, I 

offer a diary reflection I completed after interview with Kay: 

When talking about his social work experience, Kay talked about a white colleague who 

racially abused him; he ended the narration by saying “I don’t think I’ll ever remember.” It 

sounded to me as if some of these experiences are buried deep in psyche, not to be 

remembered perhaps for survival’s sake? The way Kay said this, was in a tone and manner 

that suggested he wanted to ‘forget’. Maybe the discussion was too painful?  

He followed this by talking about his response, similar response to the one he gave at the 

focus group. That of not wanting to escalate the matter further. I noted the tone of his 

voice, almost ‘grasping’ for breath when saying this. But interestingly, he added this by 

saying “because it was not having any negative impact on me” … 

Considering his nonverbal cues, I thought that it was incredible for him to deny the impact 

of this incident on him. One strength of FANI methodology is its ability to help in identifying 

these inconsistencies and paucity in narrative. Often, this is where depth is. In this one, 

these incoherences revealed a very deep internal struggle from this incident.  

Unsurprisingly, when I followed up on this during his second interview, he revealed that 

“having a wound” has an impact on the extent to which one can seek support, even when 

“wronged.” This opened to how much racial trauma Black social workers are carrying 

around, and how this impacts their willingness to seek support or to openly discuss this. 

 

But there were some elements of the FANI method that did not work well with this study’s 

aims. For example, Holloway and Jefferson (2000) suggest that analysis come later after 
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data has been gathered. They thus imply the non-intrusiveness of the researcher during 

data gathering. However, given the study’s decolonial commitment regarding creating 

conditions for ‘therapeutic research encounter’ (see earlier discussion in page 49), the 

suggested non-intrusiveness of the researcher during data gathering, was not amenable 

with the aspired transformative healing potential of this study, as earlier discussed. Because 

of this, I found it impossible to avoid judgments and interpretations during the data 

gathering stage, when the need for this arose. I offer a diary reflection below, to show one 

instance when I could not implicitly follow the FANI method. The diary reflection was 

written after first interview with Ivy:  

As Ivy recounted a particular racist incident- the Macdonald incident, I remember feeling 

very moved and emotional during the interview as I looked at her, not as the adult Ivy she is 

now, but as the 15-year-old Ivy she was when this incident happened. This 15-year-old who 

has just moved into an unfamiliar environment and now has to deal with this racial hostility 

towards her. Ivy never got a chance to process and make sense of what had just happened, 

as she did not discuss this with anyone.  I felt quite emotional, especially in recognition of 

how much ‘stuff’ is buried deep inside of us, but that which we carry around sometimes 

without realising. 

 I note that when she narrated that Macdonald incident and her saying that she did not tell 

anyone about this incident, I did not ‘just move on’ – I recognised the impact of this on her 

and proceeded to invite a reflection on this incident. When I ‘checked in’ with Ivy towards 

the end of the interview, she acknowledged how therapeutic talking about this has felt to 

her and acknowledged that this has prompted her to consider some of the racial issues that 

could have been buried in her, stuff which has had an impact on her even without her 

realising.  As one of the objectives of this research study is to be therapeutic in focus, I am 

glad to see this honoured when the need for it arises. 

But this has made me reflect on my position as a researcher and how this ‘practice near 

research’ is calling upon my ‘whole self’ to be used as a tool for research. Not just with an 

aim to collect data for the study, but also for the purpose of serving and benefiting the 

participants.  
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I am also noting a number of times when my  shared understanding of the lived experiences 

of participants  is being used to co-construct knowledge with them; for example, I noted 

that when I asked Ivy about whether anyone has queried her African accent, she at first said 

“I can’t”…but when I ‘normalised’ this with my own experiences and stating what others 

have said on the same, she seemed comfortable to open up on this… 

4.6 Ethical considerations 

A detailed and rigorous ethical consideration, for example on confidentiality and consent, 

was completed as part of the ethics approval process. Hence a discussion on this will not be 

repeated here. But as a brief example, when presenting participants (see chapter 5), the 

portraits for participants include only generalised demographic details, to minimise the risk 

that participants can be identified. And when reporting findings (from chapter six) there are 

times when I made the decision to use the gender-neutral pronouns (they, them) to disguise 

the gender of the person involved. I however acknowledge that despite these efforts, it is 

possible that with such a small sample, there is still a possibility that these risks remain. 

Participants were aware of these risks (see appendix 2 for participants information pack). 

4.7 Reflexivity 

Cautiously, Clarke and Hoggett (2009) notes the potential for gross intrusion of the 

researcher’s subjectivity, for example through use of the researcher’s counter transference. 

Clarke and Hogget calls this ‘wild analyses’. Throughout this study, I was cognizant of the 

possibility for researcher over-identification with participants, due to shared characteristics. 

To minimise this risk, I relied on triangulation (see in Boydell, 2009) during data analysis. 

Keeping a research journal to document my emotional responses to research materials 

enabled me to keep note of my emotional responses and to reflect on this. I also relied on 

psychoanalytic informed discussions with research peers, as well as utilisation of monthly 
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supervision with my research supervisors. This formed an essential part of the data analysis, 

to enable me as the researcher to be open in exploring my emotional reactions and 

exploring the role this may have on the conduct of the study. I borrow the concept of “third 

spaces” (Gabriel, 2020) to denote analysis done from these sources. These ‘third spaces’ 

proved valuable in providing varied perspectives, hence hopefully adding rigour to the 

analytic process.  But I also found that often, the ‘defensiveness’ that I have often 

encountered in racism-related discussions, would ‘surface’ in those spaces. To illustrate this, 

I offer a diary reflection I completed after presenting research material to peers, and the 

subsequent supervision discussion I had with my research supervisors: 

I presented Tia’s data to research peers. In my presentation, my ‘emotionality’ was clearly 

visible. Tia’s data vividly captures the violence in the organisation and is quite a ‘painful’ 

narrative to present/ hear. The seminar group is facilitated by two lecturers who are from 

minority ethnic group. The peers in the group were all white women.  

The responses from peers were quite ‘flat’ and ‘minimised’ the impact of these experiences 

on the person involved, but also on me as a Black researcher. For instance, one of Tia’s 

experiences is the constant questioning of her professional judgment by her white manager. 

And while the context and patterns of this clearly suggest racism from this white manager, 

two of the peers responded by giving examples when their own managers questioned their 

‘professional capabilities.’ These two white peers implied that Tia could have wrongly 

interpreted the manager’s actions as racism, suggesting it could have been job-capability 

related.  

One of the group facilitators was my Doctorate supervisor. Later, when I had a discussion 

with her, she told me that her and the other lecturer ‘were really taken back’ observing 

what was going on in that space. She commented of how my emotionality was ‘flatly’ 

received by the peers. She commented that it appears that there was a determined effort 

‘to move away’ from the emotions I clearly wanted to process.  

The supervisor commented that her and the other lecturer ‘shrank back’ from the space, to 

‘defend’ their psyches, for them to be able to perform their job of facilitating the seminar. 

We acknowledged that the dynamics observed in that space is what happens in the wider 
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society, when racism discussions are involved. Either the white peers could not ‘tolerate’ 

the pain evoked by what I presented, or their response is to ‘sustain the status quo’?  

But the questions that needs to be asked is this: why was these interactions with the peers 

not questioned or at least invite reflections as to what was being observed in that space? 

Either way, what we observed is that whilst those affected often ‘shrinks back’ when 

confronted by these types of racial onslaught to get on ‘the business of living,’ we can’t help 

but also acknowledge that this ‘shrinking back’ also means that opportunities to challenge 

whiteness are missed.  

It does point to a myriad of reasons why those affected by racism may choose to respond 

one way or another. Sometimes, these responses are influenced by the need to ‘continue 

living normally.’  I will hold this in mind, especially when considering which 

responses/behaviours are attributed to internalised racism, and which ones may be for the 

sake of surviving.   

But these interactions do beg some questions: how do racial matters ‘land’ on white ears? 

Had I been white, would I have been impacted or ‘heard’ participants accounts the same 

way? Or am I ‘affected’ the way I am because I racially identify with participants?  

 

4.8 Data analysis  

4.8.1 Describing the analysis process. 

I was cognizant of the fact that with data material from focus group and two lots of 

interviews with seven participants, this represented a huge amount of material to go 

through. To enable analysis in a systematic manner, I used Braun and Clarke (2022) reflexive 

thematic analysis (RTA). I followed the six phases of RTA as identified in the model, but it is 

important to point out that whilst the phases suggest a linear process, Braun and Clarke are 

however clear that this phase-approach is not intended to be followed rigidly; rather, the 

analytic process is necessarily recursive. In reference to framings of language, data and 

meaning, the use of RTA in the analytic process, took a continuum between deductive and 

inductive analytic process (Braun & Clarke,2020), rather than adopting a dichotomous 
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stance on this. Data analysis was underpinned by a critical realist ontology and an 

epistemology steeped in decoloniality.  

In the discussions which follow, each of the six phases is described:  

Phase 1; data familiarisation and writing familiarisation notes.  

I used Microsoft Teams for data collection. Although the Microsoft Teams functionality 

recorded and transcribed for me, this however still required me to ‘correct’ mistakes on the 

script. This was one way of familiarizing myself with data. It is worth noting that with FANI 

method, one must immerse themselves in this data following the first interview, to identify 

that which needs to be followed up on during the second interview. Thus, completing two 

FANI interviews during the data collection phase, meant that I was already familiar with 

data by the time I reached the structured data analysis phase. But that said, I still read and 

re-read the interview scripts, as well as watching/listening to the recordings of the 

interviews several times. To capture ideas that were being formed as I familiarised myself 

with interview data, I created ‘mind map’ for each participant; for example, the below mind 

map is for Ivy’s data: 
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Phase 2; systematic data coding.  

I used Microsoft Word functionality, to make notes on the margins and to highlight 

segments of data that interested me. In RTA, a deductive or theoretical approach entails 

using pre-existing theory as an interpretative lens through which to read and make sense of 

the data (Braun and Clarke,2022).  Initially, coding was data-driven and was coded using 

words used by participants to express their subjective viewpoints. As I got more familiar 

with data, I started identifying patterns in each case, and across cases, making a note of this.  

I considered using software analysis package- NVivo, but discarded this idea as I felt that this 

will ‘get in the way’ of ‘staying close’ to data as I wanted (I used the software later in the 

process mainly for data visualisation). 

Undertaking analysis in this phase felt quite ‘frustrating, maddening and convoluted,’ and 

was quite slow. Which is not surprising if the intention is to expose puzzling tensions, 

ambiguities, and dissonant elements in interviewees’ accounts, as well as our own 

intersubjectively resonant sensations, emotional responses, and reveries (Ivey, 2022). I took 

a descriptive approach to coding, meaning that I applied relatively long descriptive codes to 

the data, rather than single word codes.  

Bearing in mind the critical realist ontology informing this study, which implies imagining 

three levels of analysis (empirical, actual, and causal), this by implication meant 

incorporating and valuing both surface and deep aspects of the data. Analysis felt like it 

resembled a ‘scaffolding’ or ‘layers upon layers’ of distinct levels of analysis, reflecting the 

recursive nature or this going back and forth. The ‘sweep’ done towards the end involved 

‘posing questions onto the data’ based on the research questions (see an example of this in 

appendix 5).  
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I relied on the theoretical ideas underpinning this study, as well as accessing literature to 

open and clarify key concepts. For example, the table in appendix 4 shows microaggressions 

at a ‘glance,’ showing findings of microaggressions in this study based on the racial 

microaggression taxonomy developed by Sue and colleagues (2007). Based on the findings 

reflected in these two tables, it is evident that microinvalidations were the most common 

type of microaggressions experienced by participants, whilst on the distinct themes, the 

myth of meritocracy and environmental invalidations were most cited. What these two 

tables shows is that for most participants, their narratives were discussing structural 

microaggressions as opposed to interpersonal microaggressions. This prompted me to 

examine microaggressions in the larger context of the social structures in which they occur, 

to highlight systemic forces that permit hostile work environment for the culturally ‘Other’.   

Hence and from a critical realist lens, this study adopted a simultaneous focus on what 

Nakaoka and Ortis (2018), identified as the micro side (downstream) and the structural side 

(upstream) of microaggressions. The argument made is that even in the instances of 

microaggressions at individual interactional levels as shown on the table in appendix 4, 

these are really rooted in the violence of structural/ systemic/ organisational 

marginalization. These observations were confirmed by research peers when I presented 

these analyses to them.  

But given the known subtlety of racial microaggressions, a question that peers raised was on 

participants’ recognition and responses to incidents of racial microaggressions; on the table 

below, I show what participants said on this:  

Recognition of racial microaggressions by 
participants  

Participants responses to racial 
microaggressions  

(a)Recognised through implicit behaviours. 
 

Those inspired by avoidance due to the need to 
protect oneself. 
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(b)Recognised through emergence of patterns. 
(c)Recognised as a felt feeling.  
(d)Recognised by utilising existing knowledge 
from lived experience. 
 
Not recognised due to: 
-The challenge of knowing whether it is racism 
or whether its curiosity or ignorance 
-Difficulties in ‘naming’ ‘unfair’ experiences as 
racism when the racial factor is not made 
explicit 
-Racism recognised only when it is 
overt/outright incident? 
-due to the asymmetry of racism information, 
targets are unable to detect racism, meaning 
that racism goes unresponded to 
- The paradox of seeing and identifying subtle 
racism and at the same time not reading 
everything on racial terms 
 

 
Those inspired by African cultural values.  
 
Resistance as response 
 
Segregation of Black people as a response  
 
The decision not to take any action when 
racism has been experienced at the workplace 
influenced by various factors e.g., need for job 
security, stage at which one is in the career e.g., 
ASYE etc.  
 
Legacy burdens derived from past trauma 
influences responses taken and the cost of 
pursuing.  
 

  

Based on existing literature which suggests that most microaggressions are subtle, I was 

however surprised to find such high prevalence of microassults, as the table in appendix 4 

shows. Research discussions with peers and my supervisors commented on this, noting that 

though microaggressions have been hitherto understood to be subtle and covert, instances 

of open racism have been prevalent in this study. 

In addition to peer discussions, I was also in regular discussion with my supervisors 

throughout the research process; for example, in one such discussion, the supervisors 

observed, that there were data coding that reflected a strong inductive orientation. On 

such, supervision discussion considered whether other ‘forces’ were at play, such as me 

being ‘defended’ due to the pain and anxieties aroused by the data, hence adopting a more 

theoretical approach to ‘avoid’ engaging with the anxieties aroused?  Each data set was 

presented at least once to peers and at least twice to research supervisors. The reflexive 

mirror holder role of my supervisors was crucial in this phase. 

 Phase 3; generating initial themes from coded and collated data.  
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Generating themes required data-driven coding, deductive and inductive thinking as well as 

abductive and retroductive thinking (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  By then, I was quite familiar 

with data and the ‘story’ told by the same. Because by then I had a particularly good 

understanding of what was in the data, theme development was relatively easy to do, which 

I did by clustering codes together. Themes developed captured something important about 

the data, in relation to the research questions, underpinned by the critical realist ontology 

and the Fanonian sociogeny theory. The assumption of ontological depth suggested the 

need to engage in empirical as well as highly theoretical and speculative activities (Wiltshire 

& Ronkainen, 2021). I used different colours to group together similar codes ;17 initial 

themes were generated (see appendix 6)  

Phase 4; developing and reviewing themes.  

On this phase, I assessed the initial themes developed and the viability of my overall 

analysis, by going back to the full data set. I bore in mind Braun and Clarke (2022) emphasis, 

on what differentiates RTA from other variants of thematic analysis; that with RTA, themes 

are conceptualised as a cluster of shared meanings united by a central concept or idea. 

Braun and Clarke (2020) advise that themes might draw together data that on the surface 

appear rather disparate; but when I reviewed the 17 initial themes generated in phase 3, I 

realised that these resembled what Braun and Clarke (2020) identify as data topics, which 

they explain are not themes but are things discussed, for example, introduced in a question 

from the interview guide. What I was aiming for were themes resembling what Braun and 

Clarke (2022) described as ‘a rich and multifaceted pattern of shared meaning, organised 

around a central concept of idea’.  

I thus ‘collapsed’ what I had identified as 17 initial themes (but which were in fact data topics), into 

four themes. To illustrate this, research sub-question one asked 
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• In an African setting, how does racial socialisation in the context of historical colonial 

oppression and internalised racism, inform understanding about racial oppression? 

Diagram 5.9 below illustrates how the theme addressing this research question was 

developed, underpinned by a critical realist ontology: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 5; refining, defining, and naming themes.  

I completed a further refining of the themes and wrote a detailed analysis telling a story 

that the theme captured and how this fit with the overall story of whole study. Four themes 

were the final analytic outputs as reflected in the thematic structure provided in page 68.   

Codes (empirical level) 

Too young to understand history 

taught. 

-Veiled colonial knowledge taught 

-Education system not providing 

‘good enough’ mothering 

favourable to address internalised 

racism  

-History taught not specific to the 

country, rather covered whole of 

Africa  

 

 

Codes (empirical level) 

The opulence of white lives in 

African setting 

-The structural reality of 

white lives in African settings 

compared to Africans 

-Normalisation of white 

privilege in African setting 

 

Codes (empirical 

level) 

White superiority 

‘shrouded in 

‘silence’ in African 

setting.  

 

Condition located in the 

actual level. 

Education system in 

African setting 

Condition located in the 

actual level. 

Neo-colonialism 

Neo-colonialism  

Condition located 

in the actual 

level. 

‘Silence’ 

‘Silence’ 

Theme (Central concept) 

The ghosts of internalised racism running 

through generations, and how this 

‘obscures’ operations of racial oppression 

in African setting   
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Phase six is writing the report as shown from chapter 6 onwards.   

Conclusion 

This methodology chapter has outlined the research design adopted to address the 

objectives of this study. Discussions has highlighted how the coupling of the psychosocial 

method with decolonial methods, enabled the study to theorise the influence of 

internalised racism on experiences of racial microaggressions on Black African social 

workers, but without obscuring their agency. The next chapter presents research data 

through the ‘portraits’ of the seven participants involved in this study. 
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Chapter 5; Data presentation  

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents data through the ‘portraits’ of the seven participants involved in this 

study. Holloway and Jefferson (2000) put forward the idea of developing participants 

portraits, to give the reader a descriptive summary of the information obtained from the 

interviews. This chapter highlights a brief portrait of each participant. Participants names 

have been changed to protect their identity.  

5.2 The seven portraits  

For clarity, in writing these portraits, I drew from Holloway and Jefferson’s notion of the 

‘double hermeneutic,’ to imply the bringing together of the researcher's and the researched 

person's subjectivity (Hingley-Jones, 2009). Thus, the reader will find that in the portraits 

presented, the researcher’s reflections/sense-making is weaved in together with 

participants narratives. Interpersonal reflexivity (Olmos-Vega et al., 2022) documenting how 

existing relationships and my position in the context impacted data is very visible in these 

portraits. This is to signal that the researcher’s subjectivity is conceptualised as a resource 

for knowledge production, which inevitably sculpts the knowledge produced (Braun & 

Clarke, 2020). This is a recurring aspect throughout this study and serves to signal the active 

decisions the researcher made during the data gathering process, the struggles and 

rebounds experienced, and how these informs the analysis made.  

Amal 

Amal was born and raised in an Eastern African country. Her country of birth was colonised 

by first the Germans and then Belgium. Amal migrated to Britain under the age of twenty.  

Amal is currently employed in an English local authority and has close to five years of social 

work experience.  
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Amal’s story focuses hugely on English racist nativism (Huber,2011).  She talks of the 

challenges faced by those whose English is not their first language. She narrated how this 

impacted her university experience when studying for social work, and how this continues 

to impact her experiences in the employing organisation, touching on how this impacts how 

she relates with white colleagues at work. Amal however indicated that for non-English 

speakers who are white, for example Europeans, they do not seem to experience the same 

challenges, clearly identifying that the issue seems to be with African accents.  

Amal’s narrative told of challenging experiences for Black workers joining new 

organisations, talking of how different their experiences are, compared to white workers. 

Amal said a new white member of staff can access support from the ‘whole team,’ but for a 

Black worker, “only your Black colleagues will reach out to you.” Amal said this also extends 

to white managers and how they welcome new white member of staff, compared to the 

same for Black workers, adding that managers create time for a white member, but not for a 

Black worker.  

Listening to Amal’s narrative, the mental image that forms in my mind is that of the 

organisation as impenetrable for Black workers. This is given expression by Amal’s view that 

the “head of the department, the deputies, all have known each other for many years, they 

are friends.”   The view about front line managers being protected by the higher echelon of 

the organisation, seems to be firmly established not just in Amal’s mind, but in other 

participants (like Kawa and Tia). I wondered whether this hinders Black workers from raising 

complaints against their managers, if the belief held is “it will be swept under the carpet by 

the higher management structures,” as said by Amal. Amal repeated this narrative both at 



79 
 

focus group, and during her individual interviews, hence suggesting the strength of this view 

in her mind.  

Amal also spoke about the complexity in relationships between Black managers and Black 

workers. She said: “how a Black manager manages the team and the same for a white 

manager, is completely different, because they are probably under the same pressures as 

us. With this pressure, they start making it harder for their own Black Staff members.”  

When I asked Amal how she keeps herself safe, to mean how she copes, I thought it was 

interesting how she heard this to mean how she “protects her own back in practice”. Amal 

reported recording as part of keeping safe, acknowledging how this ends up becoming a 

practice of over-recording. Amal expressed the constant worry on whether she will be 

believed if something happens, and whether her managers will come to her defence. Amal 

said: “changes in organisation are in paper only not in reality,” adding that the “organisation 

has a long way to go on racial matters.” 

Like Kawa, I was struck at what felt to me as a despondent note in the way Amal ended the 

interview. She said: “live a quiet life, hold everything in, you don’t say anything. You just get 

on with it.”   

Amanda 

Amanda was born in a West African country. Her country of birth was colonised by the 

British. In her home country, Amanda studied to a degree level and held a diploma in social 

work. She migrated to Britain in her early twenties.  

Amanda is currently employed in an English local authority as a social worker and has over 

three years of social work experience.  
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Amanda tells of a very painful story about her social work qualifying experience at the 

university. She narrated how she went to university, to complete a 2-year master’s 

programme to qualify as a social worker but ended up spending 4 years to complete this.  

Amanda narrated how this experience turned her “into a scarecrow.” Her story is that of a 

person whom this qualifying experience, turned the educated confident person who left her 

native country, into this person she likened to “a jelly fish,” saying the trauma experienced 

during placement, still negatively impacts her. Amanda said that even after getting a job as a 

social worker, she still constantly remembers where she is coming from, hoping she is not 

being “singled out again.”    

Amanda spoke of her pain, saying that this was because it was at the hand of a Black 

Practice Educator (PE). 

Amanda’s story reveals how the system of accountability, i.e university systems and local 

authority providing placement, failed her. It reveals how these systems colluded with the 

PE: 

 “I was told I did not achieve 3 PCF, on the 95th day of my placement, with only five days 
left, after she had cancelled my midway for five times. Or six times she cancelled with the 
practice tutor, six times. Around about the 50th day, which is about Midway, I went to my 
practice tutor. I reported to her for her to know. I expected her to do some investigation. 
She didn't do it. It doesn't make sense to me. You know. I did not achieve leadership, but I'm 
the one holding the cases of the young people. I attend. What's it called? PEP meetings. I am 
the one representing my young people in the colleges. You know Human Rights meetings. I 
am the one I coordinate that. That's so, who is the leader here? Is it not me? So how come it 
is not captured in my PCF?” 

Field notes and diary entries indicates that upon watching the recording of Amanda’s 

interview, I was visibly emotional with tears on my eyes when Amanda was narrating her 

story, especially the part when they terminated her placement at 95 days. I was upset not 

just for Amanda, but for those young asylum seekers who had forged such trusting 
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relationship with her. I felt that terminating her placement did not just unjustly affect 

Amanda, but those young asylum seekers were denied ‘maternal support’ which they were 

getting from her, as reflected in her narrative: 

“Oh My God, I didn't know what to do. My young people are waiting for me. We had 
meetings. I had to call them. I could not hold back my tears. I could not even speak to them. 
I was practically sobbing. I had to break the news to them. I'm leaving. They're broke down 
as they're crying. I am on my side crying. I thought I was gonna die at some points. So, what 
can I do? I cannot be suicidal. I have a child who depends on me”. 

Interview narrative indicated strong internalised racism focusing on Black-on-Black 

dynamics, and how organisations ignore this. Her narrative strongly highlighted 

incongruence in social work stated mission as an anti-oppressive profession: 

“For one, I do not believe in that aspect of social work anti-oppressive/ anti discriminatory. 

After my experience, I do not ever talk about it. I do not ever use it, even in my write up, I 

do not talk about it. I focus on my PCF or my KSS.  To me it does not exist because it is an 

oppressive profession. Anti-oppressive profession? No!  I do not know about that!” 

Ivy 

Ivy was born in a Southern African country. Her country of birth was colonised by the British. 

Ivy migrated to Britain under the age of eighteen. She is currently employed as a social 

worker in an English local authority. She has close to ten years of social work experience.  

Ivy’s narrative provides a strong insight on experiences of African immigrants when they 

first come into a white majority environment. Her narrative provides particularly good 

insight on social stratification in African nations because of coloniality, whereby you see the 

minority white people in African nations   occupying affluent spaces, spaces that Africans 

themselves feels uncomfortable to venture in, in their own countries. 
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It is however worth noting that though her narrative gives this insight, her narrative itself 

does not indicate that there is a link made between the colonial history of her nation, and 

the visible and observable social structures giving rise to inequity of resources in African 

setting. In other words, this insight is spoken about in a matter-of-fact way and avoids 

naming discrimination on racial grounds, perhaps pointing to what she said about herself 

not experiencing any racism in her home country.  

Ivy also speaks of the pride she feels about African values and ways of upbringing- especially 

around ‘respect.’ She said she came to appreciate these values when she migrated to UK 

and realised that children her age are “undisciplined and disrespectful” to authority. Ivy felt 

that she would not want any of that and felt that her cultural upbringing was better.  

Ivy’s narrative clearly highlighted the discrepancy between the view people have of social 

work, to what they find it to be upon entering it. This is especially evident in the university 

experience, as people go through the qualifying course. The fact that Ivy spoke of the 

university experience at the focus group and repeated this during her individual interview, is 

a crucial signifier of how much impact this university experience has stayed on her mind to 

this date. 

Kawa 

Kawa was born and raised in a Western African country.  His country was colonised by the 

British. Kawa migrated to Britain in his early twenties. Of all the participants involved, Kawa has 

the longest years of employment at the organisation involved, which spans over a period of 

over 20+years.  
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Kawa’s narrative conveys a sense that he sees himself as belonging to a different 

generation, different to that of the other participants in this study, who are much younger 

than him. His narrative captures a distinct racial socialisation in his native country, quite 

different to the other participants; he talked of: “taking part and witnessing the African 

revolution, which was going on in the seventies, characterised by the anti-colonial 

movement in Africa”.  

Unsurprisingly, Kawa’s narrative is the only one that captures this sense of deep identity 

rooted in Pan-Africanism and African nationalism. He talked of “a deep sadness in him to 

see the current Black generation oblivious of their African history and roots”.  

The overwhelming feeling, I captured from Kawa’s narrative at the focus group is violence in 

the employing organisation, known to me by noting the number of times he referred to 

“needing protection”.   

I remember at some point during the individual interview, it registered in me that I was 

feeling quite compassionate towards Kawa.  I sensed his vulnerability, made known to me 

through the countertransference. Kawa is a colleague whom I have worked with for many 

years and with whom I have had many conversations with, but what I was feeling in this 

research relationship is vastly different to anything I have ever felt when conversing with 

him before.  

He told of a story when a “white female manager provided protection” when working in a 

predominantly white rural area.  Diary records indicates that when watching the recording 

of his interview, I felt that there is something about Kawa- this tall Black man who said he 

“does not show emotions outwardly”, that does not sit comfortably with the strong feelings 

in me of his vulnerability. Drawing from my African cultural upbringing, I cannot help but 
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think there is something deeply culturally uncomfortable about a tall African man wanting 

protection from a female. 

I am struck that upon reading field notes entered on different dates, the mental image that 

forms in my mind is that of his castration of his manhood. Reflecting on this transference, it 

is evident that these are stemming from the fact that Kawa’s narrative vividly unfolded the 

process of awakening to Blackness, like what Fanon discusses in the famous incident in Look 

a Negro! (See chapter six). Kawa verbalised this awakening as: 

 “Oh, OK, so this is. The. reality. Now you're coming to a country where people will snob you 
because of your color of your skin. So, you started having that shock.”  

Kay 

Kay was born in a Western African country. His country was colonised by the British. Kay 

migrated to Britain under the age of eighteen. He is currently employed in an English local 

authority and has over five years of social work experience.  

At the focus group, Kay talked of an incident that happened about 5 years ago when he just 

started his social work job, when on a visit: “a white service user was staring at me to a 

point of me feeling uncomfortable, and then she said she was surprised to see a Black social 

worker”.  

I noted that at the focus group, Kay openly admitted the impact this incident had on him. 

This openness to impact of racism is different to what he has said in the two interviews I 

have had with him, whereby mostly he tended to say he has moved on from any racist 

incident he referenced. I do wonder whether making this admission in the collective (i.e 

with others who are also affected by the same) made it easier for him because then being in 

the collective reduced the isolation, or perhaps ‘shame’ (see page 97) felt by the individual? 
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This being the case, it supports the benefits of facilitating safe spaces, where affected 

groups can come together and find solidarity and strength from one another. 

On one of the diary entries, the entry relates to my reflections upon watching Kay’s 

interview. This relates to the narrative about the treatment he received from home Office 

officials and his subsequent detention. Diary entry indicates how still my body is, with an 

almost ‘shellshocked’ body language, especially when he said: “I realised that my skin colour 

could put me in trouble, that I am not seen as human being.” This is a very deep and sad 

narrative. I seem to feel this deeply as mirrored in my body language. It is like I am almost 

scared to move, rest I breakdown or something. I am nodding to indicate I hear him, but the 

rest of my body appears very ‘stiff.’  I know his statement touched me deeply. I sense that 

my body responded by becoming ‘stiff,’ probably to protect it from complete breakdown.  

Observing the recording, I am struck at how ‘maternal’ I am with Kay in his interviews. I 

seem to share myself with him to validate him or to normalise his experiences. It is like I 

really want to dispel any stigma (the idea about stigma/ shame is strong in my mind). I seem 

to convey to him that I understand; I too am an immigrant.  

Towards the end of the first interview, the interview ‘mood’ takes a quite different quality. 

Kay talks of his spirituality and his pride in his African ancestral roots and how this keeps him 

going. It felt to me as if Kay’s interview has two parts; the first part is quite sad and is 

steeped in racial trauma from the experiences encountered, starting from his arrival in UK 

as an unaccompanied teenager with no family support, and the subsequent painful 

treatment he received from home Office officials. The second part ‘feels’ quite triumphant, 

spiritual, mythical, powerful, revealing the ‘cultural’ resources for resilience and hope.  
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Kay’s narrative reveals the racial trauma Black people carry around, and how this influences 

how they seek support; Kay exemplified this in how he responded to the racial incident 

perpetrated by a white colleague at work, and Kay declining to escalate the matter. He said: 

“I think it's because of wound. When you have a wound in your heart, sometimes you start 

feeling guilty even to the abuser, to think ohh I'm not. Maybe I am at fault.” 

Lina 

Lina was born in a Southern African country. Her country of birth was colonised by the 

British. Lina migrated to the UK at the age of 18. Lina is currently employed in an English 

local authority and has over five years of social work experience.  

I am struck that at the beginning of her first interview, Lina said that racism “hit home” 

when her own daughter experienced this at nursery school. But following this, she then 

went on to narrate how when growing up in her native country, she knew there was racism, 

because history about colonialism was openly taught to them at school. Lina described an 

extensive history taught in school back home, even saying that the colonial history she was 

taught is richer than what her daughter is taught in UK school during Black history month.  

But it appears to me that there is such a huge gulf between what participants are saying 

regarding what they knew about racism through what they were taught in school, and the 

realities of racism. The dichotomy between theoretical knowledge and knowledge from 

lived experience is very vivid in Lina’s script. For most participants, it appears that racism 

only became ‘alive’ or became ‘real’ when they ‘directly’ experienced this in England; in 

Lina’s case, when her own daughter experienced this.  
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Lina repeats many times about the “unwritten rules” that dictates the lives of Black people. 

She said that these unwritten rules dictate not only the career they can take, but also which 

speciality; for example, she referenced Black people going to adult social work but not to 

children’s services. The idea of racial ‘tethering’ is so prominent in her script (see discussion 

of this in page 117). 

The reader will note that it appears that Lina’s portrait is comparatively shorter than of 

other participants; however, this is not the case. I took the decision to continue her portrait 

in page 93 as it made sense to ‘export’ her narrative into that section of the discussion.  

Tia 

Tia was born in a Western African country. Her country of birth was colonised by the British. 

Prior to permanently migrating to the UK, Tia had visited the country on vacation several 

times; she said she did not pick up any racism then, because she was in the country as a 

‘tourist’ and reliant on her own resources, and therefore, “since I'm out in a couple of days, 

it’s nothing for me to deal with”.  

Tia is currently employed in an English local authority and has close to five years of social 

work experience.  

On Tia’s first individual interview, I noted the ‘defences’ when I first asked her to speak 

about her first experiences of racism. I thought she ‘avoided’ directly talking about this. I re-

directed this question towards the end of the interview, perhaps when she was a bit more 

comfortable.  

Tia said her first experiences of racism, were when she moved into Xshire from London. I 

wondered whether being in a diverse locality in London, meant that this ‘obscured’ her 
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‘Blackness’ from her conscious awareness, or whether she chose not to be aware of it, until 

such a time when racism directly confronted her- for example, when she visited a client, and 

the white client told her not to sit on a chair, because she is Black.  

I noted the length of time it took for Tia to come to the point of addressing questions asked; 

this ‘roundabout’ way of dealing with issues may be a coping mechanism, considering the 

anxiety- laden nature in racism discussions. But also, on this, Tia pointed to how others “can 

be themselves, whereas Black people must stage manage themselves”. 

Tia narrated about experiencing racism in the hands of a white manager, both at the focus 

group and during her interview. I remember when she narrated this at the focus group, the 

whole atmosphere at the focus group changed. The ‘weight’ of her experience enveloped 

the space. And in line with the therapeutic focus in this study, I ‘paused’ the focus group for 

us to collectively process Tia’s narrative.  

A question which Tia posed at the focus group has stayed with me. She asked: “how do you 

carry on every day in an environment where you are not wanted”? And then she asked: “we 

are doing everything well, why are we then still at the bottom”? 

On a different date, my research diary entry starts with a single word in capital letters: 

BURDEN. The diary entry goes on to indicate that as I analyse Tia’s data, I feel ‘burdened’ 

and that I keep pausing and pacing to distract myself. That I viscerally ‘feel’ the labour Tia 

evokes through her narrative. For example, when she described her university experience 

when training for social work, she said she had to remind herself of the goal. She told 

herself that she had to pass, telling herself that if this required her to work four times more, 

then that is what she had to do. She said this is because she realized that no one is listening 

to her, and she therefore had to rely on herself to get what she wants.  
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As a Christian, Tia’s narrative makes me think of the Biblical story, about the Israelites 

‘trending’ the trenches of mortar and clay in Egypt. I think of the theology of work; work 

may be physically and mentally taxing, but that does not make it wrong. But the situation in 

Egypt was unbearable because it was not just slavery, it was also extremely harsh. We learn 

in Exodus 5;9 that they were made to work harder, so that they keep working and pay no 

attention to anything else.  The intention was to exhaust them, break their spirits that they 

would not have any will or strength to fight.  

I think institutional racism, or in this study macroaggressions, serves the same purpose; the 

injustice of it all breaks our spirit that we can only turn up to work, do what you are paid 

and go home. No strength to think harder or fight the injustice. Tia asked the same 

question: “how many of us can fight”? 

Tia’s narrative captures something powerful: Restlessness. This restlessness is showing up in 

what other participants have said in their narratives; for example, the constant changing of 

jobs described by Ivy as “chopping and changing”, or the staying in the background 

‘hunched’ down described by Lina, or the “over recording” described by Amal.  

5.3 conclusion 

In this chapter, I have presented data through the portraits of the seven participants 

involved in this study. In chapter four, I described the analysis process, and how themes 

were developed.  

In the five chapters that will follow, discussion of these themes will be presented, in answer 

to the research questions set in this study. To help the reader follow the discussion easily, 
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the discussion chapters are arranged to mirror the thematic structure provided in the 

diagram below, which visualises this thematic structure: 
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Chapter 6; the ‘ghosts’ of internalised racism running through generations, and how this 

‘obscures’ racial oppression in African setting. 

6.1 Introduction 

This study explores the complexity of racial microaggressions as experienced by first 

generation Black African social workers, arising from the specifity of their racial socialisation 

in African settings in the context of colonial legacy and its attendant internalised racism. In 

this chapter, discussions will highlight the conditions in which the racial socialisation of the 

African child occurs. The chapter will highlight how internalised racism is embedded in the 

African child at an early age. The implication of this as discussions in this chapter will 

demonstrate, is the influence of this racial socialisation and the internalised racism on how 

participants in this study perceive and respond to racial microaggressions. Findings in this 

chapter will be elucidated via Fanon’s (1952) sociogenic theory (previously discussed in 

chapter one). 

6.2 Fanon’s sociogenic theory 

Various writers discussing Fanon’s work have pointed to the enduring strength of his 

theorization of the sociogenic creation (see in Scot,2010; Goozee, 2021; Ifowodo,2013). For 

instance, Ifowodo (2013) argued that Fanon’s insistence on a sociodiagnostic methodology, 

is on the premise that every trauma refers to the socially lived world of the historical event 

that caused it. Ifowodo pointed that this historical event may also be repeating the trauma 

in new ways. He argues that literary theorists should read history as the history of a trauma. 

Ifowodo observes that doing so, requires that we pay attention to the dual process of 

forgetting/ repressing the painful memories of history, and grappling with the insistent 

return of those same memories to haunt the present and define the future.  
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Heeding Ifowodo’s call, I have paid attention to how participants in this study talk about the 

colonial histories of their nations. I noted how much the past still haunts the present. The 

language of ‘ghostly hauntings’ reflected in this chapter, has emerged from this. 

In reading Sheehi (2020), the prevailing situation in African nations is the continuation of a 

colonial ideology, which according to Sheehi has become the apparition, ever present, but 

unseen. This is especially so, in the context of an education system so woefully inadequate, 

in responding to the aftermath of colonisation. In the language of hauntings, Butler (2019), 

distinguishes objects of phantasy from ghosts. This is helpful in explaining how historical 

hauntings function as phantoms or the phantomatic, explaining that phantoms erase 

presence, creating a kind of empty space. Gonzalez (2019) discusses this using the language 

of a medical metaphor “the phantom limb effect”, to denote something which seems to be 

filling the space, but it is an absence of presence (Sheehi, 2020). It is on this that the theme 

reported in this chapter, wishes to connect to what Fanon called the “zone of occult 

instability where people dwell that we must come” (see in Ifowodo, 2013). This delving into 

the said occult zone of the trauma of colonialism, serves the purpose of illuminating and 

helping to resolve the unthematized tension that lurks there (Ifowodo, 2013). From this, the 

discussion in this chapter reveals how much racial atrocities brought by colonialism, has 

been ‘banished’ from consciousness, for people to function in a ‘normal’ way.  

My first-hand experiences of this, as presented in testimonio in chapter one, pointed that 

my racial socialisation as I grew up in my native country, inadvertently served to instil a 

racial inferiority, but which was not consciously known to me until I arrived in Britain. I know 

from my own experiences that these internal racial schemas handed down during one’s 
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early socialisation, plays a noteworthy influence on how one subsequently engages with 

racially related matters. For participants in this study, a similar picture emerges.  

The main idea captured through the theme in this chapter, is the development and 

operation of internalised racism. For participants in this study, findings indicate early 

installation of this. Thus, the story told from participants narratives is how in African setting, 

internalised racism runs from generation to generations. Three main distinct conditions 

which are seen as the key conditions that both breeds and sustains internalised racism, are 

reported: (a) African education system; (b) neo-colonialism; and (c) silence.  

 6.3 African education system 

Discussion herein demonstrates conditions of euphemised colonialism in African nations, 

through the African education system (both formal and informal systems). Kenneth (2020) 

argues that there is an inextricable link between colonial legacy and knowledge production 

in Africa, such that Africa today is still grappling with the superimposition of Eurocentric 

epistemological order, above the people of Africa’s Indigenous knowledge systems. Equally, 

Fanon discusses aspects of schooling and education across his books. For example, he 

identifies the distorting and de-subjectifying effects of racist folk tales and comic books (in 

Black skin White Masks, pg.124). Findings in this study reflects the observations made by 

Fanon. The findings indicate an African education system not providing ‘good enough’ 

mothering (Winnicott, 1984) favourable to address internalised racism, which then has 

implication on recognition, experiences, impact, and responses to racial microaggressions in 

later life.  

Findings in this study elucidates education system in Africa, as a site through which colonial 

indoctrination persists. This reflects what other scholars focusing on decolonising African 
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education have found (for example, Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013; Ngugi wa Thiong’o, 2009; 

Mbembe,2016). In this study, all the participants’ narratives (except Tia) indicated some 

form of racial socialisation, through the colonial history taught in schools or through some 

other informal means. However, the analysis of this suggests that this racial knowledge did 

not do much in terms of elucidating the link between colonial structures and their present 

day lives. Rather, it is an education on colonialism that is abstracted on superficial levels, 

and that which implies that colonialism existed in the past. For example, Amanda’s 

statement that “I never saw it happening,” points to the passive nature of the colonial 

knowledge passed on, a knowledge that does not go beyond what she said that “xxx from 

what we were told, from what I know we were colonized by the British….”    

The narratives reveal how knowledge production systems in African setting, sustains a 

euphemized colonialism (Eribo, 2008). In other words, and from a critical realist standpoint, 

a hidden coloniality which is so abstracted on surface level, yet so embedded on concrete 

level, thus making its operations extremely hard to be perceived. This may explain why 

despite participants in this study being aware of their country’s colonial history, and being 

aware that white people in African settings are privileged compared to Africans; yet this did 

not translate to awareness of the presence and persistence of racism in their countries. 

Hence their assertion that prior to migrating to Britain, they had not experienced racism in 

their native countries.  

Based on this, I thus suggest that colonial knowledge passed on to generations after 

generations in African setting, seems to be devoid of critical appraisal and have little 

cognitive content. I suggest that this is the root cause of the seemingly passive acceptance 

of white dominance in African setting. Fanon described this as the “uncritical ‘yes -man’ 
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framework” (in Wretched of the Earth, pg. 38), a framework that appears to continue to 

inform African education system. Lina’s narrative contextualises this, revealing how these 

systems of knowledge production in African setting, are steeped in accepting white 

superiority as the norm, thus ‘validating’ the ‘inferior’ statuses of the African subject from 

an early age: 

When we're growing up, we were told, colonialism that they came in our country, they took 
the good, the finer things in the country and take away, and Blacks were used for slavery, for 

doing the farms and everything. So, it was embedded in us that some races think they are 
superior to the other. Our kind of history we knew that the white came in our country took 
the gold, took the farms took everything that was nice and came with it back to England. 

They forced people to do Christianity, and you work every day, and you got nothing to show 
for it, and you’re in your own country. So, it was embedded in us when we were growing up, 

we were told these things. So, we grew up knowing this. This was hammered in since we 
were growing up. That we are not the same. We'll never be the same and our history lessons 

were so open and upfront about this, like racism, slavery and everything. When we're 
growing up, we're taught we're different right from day one. So, because of that if someone 

is nice to me, it's a bonus. I'm not expecting it. 

Ivy said: 

I do know that there's always that way, way people behave in Africa towards white people 
like you know. You know, I have had other experiences maybe when going on holiday or 

something and you know it's like yes, say yes, say boss, boss. 

 

6.4 ‘Silence’ 

For other participants, the unequal treatment between Black and white people in African 

setting, is not explicitly named. In fact, the conditions which breeds internalised racism in 

African context seems to be shrouded in ‘silence.’  

For example, Amal said her father was a teacher, but he “never told us much”. This is akin to 

what Gordon (2008) in her discussion of ghostly hauntings, described as the affective force 

of unresolved pain, social wounds, violence, and injustice. Gordon elucidates gaps in history 

and abusive systems of power; the things ‘not there’ and the things ‘not spoken,’ which she 
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suggests remains a ‘seething presence’ (pg.195). In the narratives like that of Kay as shown 

below, there is a striking similarity to what is described by Gordon as ‘crypts’ that remain 

unspoken, adding that the ‘ghost’ or the ‘phantom’ is the consequence of family histories 

that are shrouded in silence. Kay’s narrative strikes a similar chord; for him, colonial history 

was not ‘directly’ taught at school, but he understood the differences in Black and white 

relations at the age of 12, from observing the treatment accorded to a pupil in his school 

who was white. Yet, his attempt to understand from his parents why this white pupil was 

treated differently, was met with ‘silence’: 

Back home, and I remember, I would maybe I think I was in age 12 or something like that 

then. We'll adored this boy because only white. The class we were, so all of us do. Even the 

teachers, they always put him aside. Special treatment to us, you know, this white 

supremacy, the mentality has gone into all Africans. So, if we come, if we came late, they 

would beat and flogged all of us, they wouldn’t flog him, they will just treat him differently. 

And they said Ohh, no, no, don’t touch him he is a white guy. And so, then I was like to my 

parents why? They treat us badly, but they treat him good, why? 

 

6.5; Neo-colonialism  

Findings form this study indicates the opulence of white lives in African setting, is seen as a 

‘natural’ condition of being white. This is discernible from insights from Nkrumah’s (1965) 

concept of neo-colonialism, which explains the economic hierarchies between white and 

Black people in African setting. Anchored in neo-colonialism, white privilege/ affluence in 

African setting is seen as a ‘natural’ condition of being white. Nkrumah’s lens is helpful in 

elucidating the role of certain African elites in maintaining power networks through 

deliberate appeal to the priorities of the erstwhile European ‘masters’ (Langan, 2017).  

On this, Ivy’s narrative provides particularly good insight on social stratification in African 

nations, whereby you see the minority white people in African nations   occupying affluent 
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spaces, spaces that Africans themselves feels uncomfortable to venture in. What Ivy’s 

narrative reveal is the invisible yet tangible lines of racial differences, which continues to 

create racial enclaves, propped by economic structures reticent in today’s post-colonial 

states.  

What is unfortunate though, is the fact that although Ivy’s narrative gives this insight, her 

narrative itself does not indicate that she could make the link between coloniality, and the 

resultant visible and observable social structures that reflects inequity of resources, 

between the white elites in African nations and the natives of the land. In other words, this 

‘insight’ is spoken as a matter of fact, and avoids naming economic disparity and 

discrimination on racial grounds; in fact, in her first interview, Ivy said she did not 

‘experience’ any racism in her country of birth, and she affirmed this when I followed up on 

this on her second interview:  

So, I already had an idea of maybe white people being privileged, even though I was growing 
up in African country, I could already see how white people were privileged because most of 

the white people I came across were wealthy. I never came across white people suffering 
and there were neighbourhoods where there were big houses, where we knew white people 

were living there. When we used to go to the shopping centre, there was a specific cafe 
where it would only be filled with white people. And if you go, there as a Black person. You're 

actually odd person out. 

it wasn't exactly like there was a sign saying black people can't go. It was almost unspoken 
that if you did go, people would look at you like (indicated with body language surprise/ 
uncomfortable/ disgust) You know, so that's sort of thing. So, it was unspoken so. To be 

honest, I think we just never bothered to go there. However, I still feel that I haven't 
experienced racism in (country of birth) because there was nothing directly that ever 

happened to me by a white person. If that makes sense. 

6.6; Conclusion and implications  

Discussion presented in this chapter has demonstrated some certain conditions prevalent in 

African setting, which breeds and sustains internalised racism at an early age in African 

subjects. The collusion through ‘silence’ from systems of knowledge production, have 
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functioned to sustain this colonial status quo. Neocolonialism (Nkrumah, 1965) has 

supported unseen economic structures which continues to sustain white privilege in African 

setting. The lack of analysis on how neocolonialism functions to sustain the opulence of 

white lives in African setting, has led to white opulence uncritically being seen as a ‘natural 

condition of being white.’  

The discussion has captured how the colonial experience in African nations has been 

purposefully (if perhaps at times unconsciously) disappeared. It appears that the colonial 

history taught to the African child, resembles what Freud described as the period of 

‘incubation’  or ‘latency’ (see a discussion of this in Solms, 2021) – a period  which Ifowodo 

(2013) citing LaCapra, emphasises the distinction between the traumatic event and the 

traumatic experience: Ifowodo explains that the former is punctual and situated in the past, 

while the latter is not punctual and remains elusive to the extent that:  

“It relates to a past that has not passed away, a past that intrusively invades the present and 
may block or obviate possibilities in the future” (pg.72). 

Consequently, the interaction of these conditions combines to create and sustain 

internalised racism, which continues to run through generations in the African subject. The 

colonial material experience, which has purposefully been disappeared, erased, or lost, and 

that which collective fantasy fails to capture (Gonzalez, 2019), is evident in the discussion 

presented in this chapter.  

Drawing from Winnicott’s (1984) theory of childhood development and the psychological 

effects of trauma in the earliest phases of life, the implications then are clear. From this, it is 

evident that the African setting where the African child is socialised, is under-developed 

when it comes to the racialisation process of the African child. The implication of this can be 

deciphered using insight from Burman (2008), who argues that racialization can have similar 
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long-term effects, as those seen in infants whose needs were not adequately met by the 

care giver. Thus, I cannot underestimate the influence of this racial socialisation, on 

participants’ present experiences of racial oppression. Fig 6.2 illustrates this point:    

 

What Fig 6.2 illustrates is how the patterns of internalised racism installed in the 

participants in their early lives, continues to be re-played in their present lives. Informed by 

a Kleinian (1946) psychoanalytic view, the suggestion that people oscillate between the 

schizoid- paranoid position and the depressive position, is helpful in explaining the double-

pointed direction of the arrow between racial socialisation and patterns of internalised 

racism. What I mean by this is how participants’ presentations in their current context in 

their employing organisation, and patterns of internalised racism are rooted in their early 

socialisation context; a context which they often’ revert’ to when navigating racialised 

settings. Lina contextualises this:  

We are comfortable in the background. We have been brought up to be thankful for the little 
that we have, not to want more. If it's not broken, why try to mend it? That's how we were 
brought up. The more you knock on the doors, isn't the more you are destabilizing your life? 
We're taught to just stay in the background and be comfortable… in a way, sometimes the 

way we brought up can be a disadvantage to us. Because we are taught to just be 
comfortable being just mediocre. To stay in our comfort zone, to say if you knock on the 
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doors, you are exposing yourself. But knocking on the doors means opportunities, isn't it? So, 
in a way, it can come as a disadvantage. Because in as much as you want to say, oh, it's 

black and white, it's because we're told not to put ourselves out there. 

In this study going forward, I suggest the need to ‘hold in mind’ the racial socialisation of the 

participants, as discussed here. I suggest that bearing this in mind, will clarify the patterns of 

internalised racism that will be prevalent in the rest of the discussion in this thesis. But on 

this, Gordon’s (2008) concept of ‘complex personhood’ (pg.4) is helpful, as it captures the 

complex and oftentimes contradictory humanity and subjectivity. Drawing insight from this, 

caution is called for when interpreting the said patterns of internalised racism, to account 

for the fact that these patterns or behaviours from participants in this study, can never 

adequately be glimpsed as evidence of their victimhood or their agency.  

Thus, whilst the issue of internalised racism is a running thread throughout this thesis, I 

however caution against adopting a ‘simplistic’ view based on victimhood or pathology. 

Rather, I suggest that participants in this study mirror Fanon’s description of “overpowered 

but not tamed; treated inferior but not convinced of their inferiority” (pg.41).  

In fact, I have come across instances whereby the racial oppression experienced served as a 

‘stimulant’ to achieve participant’s goals. For example, for Tia, the racial discrimination she 

‘perceived’ in the university setting, spurred her towards her goals:   

I have put myself up. That regardless, I'm gonna pass this and this is what I owe to myself. 
So, if I needed to put the work four times more, well, I had to push myself. It was what I 

needed to do at that time, to get to where you wanna be. 

Gleaning from Tia’s narrative, I reiterate that when it comes to thinking about internalised 

racism, it is worth holding to mind the complexity involved. I privilege the discussion in 

Shellae et al. (2019). Shellae and colleagues suggested alternative language, from 

internalised racism to ‘appropriated racial oppression,’ to characterise how groups use a 
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range of tactics to navigate and cope with racism, rather than just accepting it. Certainly, the 

said tactics will be evident in the chapters that will follow, as participants in this study 

navigate hostile environment daily.  

6.6.1; Blackness at the ‘borders’ 

But before proceeding to the next chapter, allow me to pause here “at the border,” to 

consider Kawa’s narrative. Because of Kawa’s awareness to racism from his socialisation 

(see his portrait in page 62), he was able to recognise incidents of racism starting from his 

first journey to Britain. I use his narrative to demonstrate how ‘national borders’ keep out 

racialized persons who appear too different and dangerous to belong to the nation-state 

(Vargas, 2020). Drawing from Gordon’s (2008) work on ‘ghostly matters’, I use this insight to 

discuss ‘ghostly borders’, to describe Kawa’s experience ‘at the border’, and his sudden 

realisation to what his Blackness means in relation to mobility across and within European 

borders:  

“It's started first on my journey in the plane. There were these white British guys who were 
having a conversation and we came by France. And they were smiling to me, but when we 

did the transit from Paris to London, I saw these guys who were talking to me, they stopped 
talking to me.  

When I got to de Gaulle airport to transit, these British people and they were looking at me 
talking to me smiling, I decided to follow them, and I saw they gave me the cold shoulder 
now that they realised that I was coming to England. The white men, they were until then 
speaking and smiling with me, thinking that maybe I was going to France, but when they 

realized I was coming to their country, suddenly, these people who were smiling to me 
started giving me the cold shoulder. I tried to speak to them, but obviously they just ignore 

me. They realised, oh well, this Black man, he's coming to England”. 

It is interesting that Kawa was able to deduce that in so far as these white fellow passengers 

thought he was going to another country (France), they did not have an issue with that, until 

they realised his destination was Britain.  What Kawa’s narrative opens up, is the possibility 

of what is well known about scarce resources and how this invites hostility towards the 
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foreigner in Britain (see in Erel, 2016; Healy, 2011; Benson, 2019). Kawa’s experience ‘at the 

border’ in so many ways was a preview into what awaited these participants after their 

arrival to the UK, as discussed in the coming chapter.  

The next chapter will cross the boundary with these 8 participants into Britain. This chapter 

will discuss   the experiences of racial microaggressions for these participants, who may not 

have encountered this or recognised this prior to migration and are experiencing this for the 

first time in a new setting. 
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Chapter 7: Getting into contact with ‘Blackness’.  

7.1 Introduction: 

This study explores the complexity of racial microaggressions as experienced by Black 

African social workers, arising from not only the specifity of their racial socialisation in 

African settings in the context of colonial legacy, but also from the experiences of 

racialisation post migration to Britain. Discussions in previous chapter have considered how 

racial socialisation in the context of historical colonial oppression and internalised racism, 

inform understanding about racial oppression. In previous chapter, it was established that 

internalised racism is embedded in the African child at an early age, through the 

racialisation process. As shown in previous chapter, it is this internalised racism that is 

behind participants validation of the unearned privilege of white people in African countries 

as normal and natural.  

From this position of internalised racism, it means that whilst racial oppression is prevalent 

in African settings, this is however not grasped or named as racism because of the racial 

superiority erroneously bestowed unto white people.  Previous chapter discussed the 

influence of childhood experiences in later life, thus surmising that participants’ early racial 

socialisation context, is a context which they often’ revert’ to when navigating racialised 

settings in their present. It can therefore be expected that manifestations of internalised 

racism, is a recurring pattern that will be observed throughout in this study. But as discussed 

in previous chapter, the presence of internalised racism in participants does not mean total 

annihilation of their agency. It is also worth pointing out that while the African setting 

where these participants are coming from is already subsumed in colonial culture as shown 

in previous chapter, being in a majority homogenous Black African society also means that 
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the internalised racism discussed in previous chapter exists in an ‘unknown’ form- that is, 

until these participants migrate to a white majority setting in Britain as discussed in this 

chapter. 

Current chapter thus unfolds the process of coming alive to racialisation for those who 

migrate to a majority white setting as adults. What discussion in this chapter will 

contextualise is the internalised racism which had hitherto laid dormant, ‘coming’ 

comfortably into sight upon migrating to Britain. Discussions will unveil the complexity 

which ensued when participants in this study came to the realisation that their Black body 

embodies different meanings that their ‘race’ carries in Britain, in comparison to where they 

are coming from in Africa.  What will be unfolded in this chapter is the process of awakening 

to acts of racialisation, as understood using Fanon’s argument concerning the 

‘misrecognition of the Black man via the white gaze (Hook and Truscott, 2013). Fanon’s 

famous quote “Look a Negro!” (1952), will be used to undergird discussions in this chapter, 

to underscore the creation of a new species from the white gaze. Of this new species, Fanon 

reported “I see in this white gaze that it’s the arrival not of a new man, but of a new type of 

man, a new species. A Negro, in fact! (pg.95). 

7.1.2 Look, a Negro! (Fanon, 1952)  

In Black Skin, White Masks (1952,2021), Fanon gives voice to the contested nature of 

Blackness: 

“Maman, look, a Negro; I’m scared!” Scared!” (pg.91).  

For Fanon, what this scene captured is the fragmentation of his bodily integrity, to be 

replaced with what he termed as ‘racial epidermal schema’ (pg.84). I use this scene which 

many scholars have termed as the Fanonian moment (see for example in Mbembe, 2013) to 
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elucidate how the act of racialisation precipitated psychic and bodily alienation for the 

participants in this study, who thereby became the racialised ‘Other’. But to be clear, I 

concur with Scott (2010) who seeks to banish from the reader’s thought any notion that 

Blackness is a priori truth, natural or eternal in its all-too-transparent meanings; indeed, the 

example of Kawa as presented in this chapter, confirms that ‘Blackness’ was not a priori 

truth, until the process of racialisation took place. I will use Kawa’s narrative, to show the 

psychological impact when the colour of his skin made him realise for the first time, what it 

means to be Black in this part of the world. As a way of explaining, I acknowledge the use of 

the term ‘Black’ as a political strategy, but in the context of the discussion here, the 

Blackness I am alluding to is like how Dei (2018) reframes Blackness for decolonial politics.  

Dei’s discussion on Africanness in discussion of Blackness, takes the analysis back to pre-

contact/pre-colonial Africa when African peoples had discovered themselves and were not 

waiting on Europeans. Dei argues that it is inconceivable that Africans would not have their 

own Indigenous conceptions of Black and Blackness, which is outside of European thought. 

In Kawa’s case, he knew what racism is owing to his distinct racial socialisation, but like all 

the other participants, he did not know himself to be ‘Black’ when growing up in his native 

country. And this is not surprising because as explained by Fanon, “a normal child brought 

up in a normal family will become a normal adult” (2021; 121). Thus, for these participants 

who were brought up in Africa, the ‘colour of the skin’ would not have come up in their 

native settings.   

When I asked Kawa at which point he became aware that he was Black, he responded that “I 

am aware that I’m an African”. I noted that he did not say that he was aware of being 

African, he said he was aware he was African; the two are not the same in my view. I 

suggest that being something is different from am something, my argument being that the 
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latter speaks of a natural state, whereas the former speaks of a process of becoming 

something else. I suggest that Kay’s conception of his Blackness as subsumed in his 

Africanness effectively asserts his African Indigeneity, while at the same time resisting the 

culture of Whiteness which operates in such a way that Blackness is often looked down 

upon even in the Black countries (Dei, 2018: 130). I suggest that what Kay evoked in his “I 

am” is like what Ibrahim (2017) theorised as the “rhizomatic process of becoming Black” (pg. 

518) to denote a Blackness which Ibrahim citing Stuart Hall (1992) “lives out a politics of race 

without guarantees” (pg.518).   For Ibrahim, this Blackness “is a tree that is welcoming the 

sun, the rain, the snow, and so on, whose branches and leaves are growing horizontally. 

There are no certainties about what shape or form they will take, or how green they will 

turn out to be” (pg. 519). Ibrahim suggests that this Blackness itself is in a constant state of 

flow, deterritorization, and multiplicity (Ibrahim, 2017: 519).  

I suggest that the Blackness spoken about by Ibrahim, is like the Blackness Kawa knew of in 

his native settings. This is different to the Blackness he then came to experience after 

migrating to Britain. The latter departs from the natural Blackness described by Ibrahim, to 

take up a Blackness like the Blackness Fanon evokes in his theory of the body schema (2021, 

pg. 54).  Fanon explained the body schema he inhabited in his native settings was “a body 

fully at home, comfortably oriented towards the world in unified patterns of movement that 

are cultivated in relation to that world (Song, 2017: 54). But upon migrating to France and 

encountering the white gaze, his body schema which until this point was not imposed on 

him “underwent racialisation thus developing an imposed racial epidermal schema (Fanon, 

2021:84). Fanon stated that “the white gaze, the only valid one, is already dissecting me. I 

am fixed” (pg.95).  Thus, my argument is that prior to this point of encountering this 

imposed ‘Blackness,’ participants in this study ‘knew’ themselves in their ‘natural’ state. But 
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following the racialisation as discussed here, what followed was the now ‘created’ racialised 

state of “I am a Black man,” as Kawa powerfully verbalised: 

OK, so this is. The. reality. Now you're coming to a country where people will snob you. 
because of your color of your skin. So, you started having that shock. So, it just reinforces. 

There’re stories about racism in this country, which I was already aware of, but when it 
happens to you, but now you've been a victim of that, I think, the shock of it. You know, so 

you started learning all over these issues and you know, and you started asking yourself, ohh 
what am I doing here? This is what my life is gonna be? 

It is about the whole thing hitting you for the first time. Yeah, you realize what it means. To 
be Black in this part of the world. So, I mean, you went through that, so you started taking 

the fact that OK, I'm a Black man.am a Black man in England. so, the color of your skin now 
becomes an issue. You think about that all the time. You know, you go to places, that's 

exactly what is given attention. So yeah, it becomes an issue with something that's never 
been an issue in your life. 

Prior to migration, none of the participants knew themselves to be ‘Black,’ as reflected by 

Amanda: 

“I grew up with both white people and Black people, but the concept of being black never 
crossed mind. I had never heard or felt anything about blackness, of who I am.” 

It appears to me that this concept of ‘Black,’ as used in western context is like what Gordon 

(2008) described as a phantom. Gordon described this as something ‘apparent to sense but 

with no substantial existence’. I say this because for Kawa, when he came to this painful 

realisation of “OK, I'm a Black man.am a Black man in England,” I got a sense that what he 

was referring to, was not just the colour of his skin. Rather, it went beyond this to reveal 

how this racialisation ‘swallowed’ up the positive identity position he held prior to this 

point. Prior to being made aware that’ he is Black,’ I asked Kawa who he was in his native 

country, and this is what he said: 

I see myself as Kawa. Kawa from my hometown. My family. That's how I see myself. I see 
myself as a member of this community, this great community, this big family. And so that's 
all you have in your head. You belonging to this family. You are from this area. And so that 

was who I was. Uh, the colour of my skin or race was not an issue with me. Experiencing this 
for the first time. You know, uh, it was more of a difficult thing. So, and it's something that to 

this day, wherever you go you have that. Because that label is there. 
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7.1.3 The term ‘Black’ and its burdening element in holding ‘double consciousness’. 

Yet for another participant (Kay), his narrative powerfully highlights the burdening element 

of constantly navigating two worlds.  That is the burden of holding on to his self-identity, 

and having to reconcile this with how others view him through the lens of the external 

dominant culture. Kay said: 

I have known myself to be black. So, but not in derogatory way. Even in Africa, we have 
people with white skin, they're not white in their culture from the ethnicity background. Even 
now our great, great grandmas when they want to describe you. They will be like, take this 
to your auntie who is fair in skin. Take this to your auntie who is dark in skin. When you're 
describing people just referring to. Identifying them with one of the features or traits that 

they've got. And then you don't mean it to put them down. So, in Africa, it’s not that because 
they want to refer to you as you are less privileged, or you are a slave, or you are this. That's 

what they can the best way they can use to describe you. 

Kay gave an example saying when he first started working here in England, a white man was 

shopping, and at one point he started swearing, “it's just the word FF word and called me 

Black.” Kay said everyone was ‘pitying’ him urging him to report the man, but he said he did 

not find any offense in it, saying “I didn’t really have the insights of how that could be 

interpreted to be racism, because I wouldn't expect you to call me white”. This was until Kay 

recognized the ‘load’ applied in the term Black: 

Until when I started having a much insight into what it means. Not from my perspective. By 
shifting my position to their position to view from their own lens how they want us to feel by 

using that word, and then the connotation behind it and the history, so then I began to 
understand that alright, yes! you're not just talking about my identity. You are putting the 

loads, loads behind that and then thinking that you want me to feel like feeling less of 
myself, all because all this white supremacy and all that, and I was alright, I see I see. So, and 

then I became more aware of it. 

Kay’s narrative brings to the fore the burdening element in holding the ‘double 

consciousness’ (Du Bois, 1903), in terms of retaining ‘Black’ in its positive element as used in 
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African setting, whilst resisting the racist tones in the same when used in a white majority 

setting. For Kay: 

It is difficult to differentiate. That is why when I have any issues about people cursing black, I 
want to clarify that. What do you mean? And for me not to have confusion whether you 

mean it in a positive way or negative way, why don't you use the proper way instead of and 
then stay away from that black completely so that there's no complete confusion in my heart 

as to whether you mean it as a positive or a negative way? 

7.1.4 The disciplining of the Black body from the white gaze 

For others, their arrival to Britain meant experiencing the white gaze and the resultant 

hypervisibility and disciplining of the Black body. On this, Fanon (1952) writes about his 

experiences in relation to the burden of living under the white man’s eyes, and the ways in 

which it structures the Black experience. Canham and Williams (2017) writing on the white 

gaze indicated that firstly, the white gaze arises in the white unconscious as inscribed 

racialised discourses that control, inferiorise and negate Blackness. Secondly, as the white 

gaze controls and inferiorises, it simultaneously denies and protects white privilege. Thirdly, 

it gives rise to the internalisation of the white gaze and the resultant Black self-disciplining. 

Participants in this study indicates similar experiences:  

For example, Amal reported that after arriving in Britain, she found it “very, very, very 

strange.” She described her stay in a student accommodation with mostly white students:  

So, I was completely treated different. Have you seen such and such? We've got a new 
person who is coming from Africa. Everybody wanted to, you know, who is that? And you 

can see some of them did not want me to be with them. No one wants to say hello. And then 
slowly, you learned to know, ohh such and such they don’t want. No, she's not one of us. 

For others like Ivy, by being subjected to the white gaze, she reported the ‘culture shock’ 

when she migrated to Britain at the age of 15. Ivy describes ‘shock’ moving from schooling 

in a Black majority class in her native country, to then being the only Black kid in the new 

school. She narrated how racialization from the white gaze altered her previous state of 
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being a “normal happy kid enjoying school”, to an “African child in school and feeling 

different”: 

I remember being asked about my hair because I'd gone with my hair in a natural straight 
state, I guess usually I always had braids or something and then he saw that my hair was an 

afro and he is like why is your hair 6 inches from your scalp or something silly like that? I 
can't even remember what I said back to him, but it made me feel a bit conscious now. Like 

ohh. Like maybe people will be looking at my hair funny, maybe I hadn't thought about it too 
much going in. So, it made me feel different. Yeah. So, it wasn't really positive. It wasn't a 
positive feeling. I think the way I saw my identity changed because when I was in (native 

country), I wasn't thinking about all those things, you know. And you know, it's happy. I was 
just enjoying being a kid in school, but suddenly, I felt like, I don't know, maybe I had more 
things to think about and all of a sudden, I was identified myself as a black African child, 
whereas before I didn't think about it too much. So yeah, so the yeah, I think that's what 

being in majority white environment makes you start to think and feel. Yeah. 

7.2 conclusion and implication  

Discussion in this chapter has highlighted the process of racialisation and the implication of 

this. This resembles what Lisa (2018) captured in her discussion of today’s globalisation and 

the reconfiguration of spatial barriers, which has produced a new kind of segregation. Lisa 

explained that this gives rise to the ‘colonised’ who are ‘outsiders from elsewhere.’ The 

colonized whom Fanon described in Wretched of the Earth (1963) as “being constantly on 

his guard, a person who by the myriad signs of the colonial world, never knows whether 

he/she is out of line” (pg. 141). 

From the discussion presented in this chapter, I suggest that life for the thereafter racialised 

‘Other,’ becomes marked by a constant feeling of ‘restlessness. I suggest this ‘restlessness’ 

hence the ‘internal frustrations,’ manifests in a manner like what Tia narrated. Tia’s 

narrative revealed an ever-present internal conflict in immigrants, due to the goals and 

dreams birthed in countries of origin, which were hoped to be actualised in the host 

country, only to realise that due to racism, it is not easy to do this. Indeed, this ‘restlessness’ 
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represents an enduring [emphasis made] and pervasive quality, present in all participants 

narratives, but well exemplified in Tia’s narrative:   

I didn't make sense of it because all I wanted is I am going to a foreign land to succeed. The 
mindset is totally different from when you were… and now living in it, you know. Like I said, 

when you visited is a different ball game, but when you do live in it, you get to like 
experience it. Ops, it's not as easy as I thought. It's not gonna be. Is not going to be and has 

never been. And does that create a problem? Because of course you sort of left your 
country… and there is, you know, every one of us must navigate and adjust to circumstances, 

but. Yes, it does because. Uh, we are generally. Competitive. In the sense that we want to 
achieve, and we justify our growth process by progress of getting it and doing it. So yes, it 

does create an internal conflict within you. Because at that time you'll be like, ohh I'm 
feeling, I'm a failure and you don't wanna feel that way. And part of it is you now trying 
harder, and it seems like that effort is being suppressed by the system. So that's where it 

becomes like, conflicting between us, we will become a bit restless. 

This restlessness can be understood from Du Bois (1903) theory of double consciousness: 

“this double consciousness, this sense of always looking at oneself through the eyes of 

others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt 

and pity. One ever feels his twoness; —an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two 

unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone 

keeps it from being torn asunder” (pg. 3). This restlessness is felt acutely by Black  

immigrants to Western settings because as explained by Fanon (2021), the Black man on his 

home territory is oblivious of the moment when his inferiority is determined by the Other, 

until he/she arrives in a Western setting and then “given the occasion to confront the white 

gaze, resulting in “an unusual weight descended on us “(pg.90).  Bardhan and Zhang (2017) 

study with students from the Global South to America, contextualises what is being 

discussed here.  These students reported that having experienced racialisation in the United 

States, and being intensely aware that the same body can be coded in different ways in 

different locations, they reported experiencing a tension between their “old” identities and 

their experiences with race in the U.S. context. This ‘tension’ is what is being theorised here 

as ‘restlessness’, made sense using Fanon’s discussion of the internal agitation that ensues 

because of the transformation from the natural corporeal body schema to racial epidermal 

schema due to racial oppression.  With the ‘restlessness’ captured here, the coming chapter 

will follow these participants as they search for what I argue to be ‘rest and safety,’ by 

joining the profession of social work. 
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Chapter 8: Hope deferred makes the heart sick. 

8.1 Introduction 

The wording of the theme in this chapter, is derived from the Bible in Proverbs 13;12. 

Building upon what was captured in the previous chapter, concerning ‘restlessness’, this 

theme takes the reader into the journey of these seven participants, in their hope of finding 

rest and a ‘safe home’ by joining the profession of social work. As the story unfolds, the 

discussion captures the ‘shattering of this hope,’ as these participants come face to face 

with the violence in the setting, starting from their university experience and running 

through their working context, and the realisation that they are not safe in social work as 

they had hoped. 

Given the breadth of what is covered in this chapter, this by necessity requires topics of 

discussion to be presented in three sections: Section one covers pre-qualifying experiences. 

Section two covers post-qualifying experiences. Section three reports how these Black 

African social workers navigate hostile environments daily, as they go about meeting their 

professional responsibilities and uphold their professional values. In line with the decolonial 

commitment in this study, section three considers that these participants are not merely 

‘victims’ of racial oppression, but are agentive, even despite having to navigate hostile 

environments. The subtheme of ‘second skin formation’ communicates this.  

Section 1; Pre and qualifying experiences 

This section captures what participants thought social work is, prior to joining the 

profession. The university experience is also presented in this section.  

8.2.1 ‘social work- in- mind’ prior to joining the profession. 
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For some of the participants, they were motivated to join the profession of social work due 

to employability, in what they are saying that Black people are likely to find employment in 

the social care sector (Lina, Amanda, Amal). But for others like Ivy, they had a certain image 

in their mind, about what social work stands for grounded in social justice. Ivy said: 

It shocked me. Before you go into social work, you've got this view about it…it is shocking to 
be honest how there's a lot of politics in the profession that's grounded on social justice, 
anti-discrimination. I realised that the profession could be grounded on trying to be good to 
people, but there's always people coming with their own beliefs and values. I realised that if 
people have racist backgrounds, where they feel a certain way about Black people, it doesn't 
change just because they're now doing this profession.  

 But it still shocked me, because I thought that by the time somebody decides to go into it, 
it's because they've got those values already in place. It's because they feel passionate about 

social justice… I don't know what happens in other professions, but I expected that social 
work would be the one, should leading by example. 

8.2.2; Student experience; the story of Amanda 

Experiences of hostile campus racial climate, often experienced by professors and students 

of color is well known and documented in literature. Same case in social work’s qualifying 

programmes (see for example Davis and Mirick, 2022; Fairtlough et al. 2014; Tedam, 2014). 

Similar findings were reported in this study. All participants reported facing racism from the 

point of entry at the university. Participants reported facing racism in the classroom, both 

from lecturers and their white peers. Negative social work students’ placement experience 

was reported. The story of Amanda (see her portrait in page 79), amplifies this student 

experience: 

Amanda’s story shows systemic failures in both university and placement systems, and how 

these systems of accountability (Practice tutor, university, Team manager) did not speak up, 

rather they “brushed under the carpet) and ‘colluded’ with those who commit racism” - in 

Amanda’s case, her practice educator (PE).  
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But the fact that this PE is Black was not lost on Amanda, making it important to consider 

how Black people relate with one another:  

Black-on- Black relationships  

Amanda said that the PE being Black “added to her pains.” In a similar vein, Tinarwo (2017) 

researching on experiences of Zimbabwean social workers employed in a UK local authority, 

reported about these social workers not getting along with one group of Black people, the 

African Caribbean social workers. Tinarwo discusses the lack of power by the African 

Caribbeans, thus suggesting that an analysis of discrimination on this basis cannot constitute 

racism.  But on the latter point, researchers are asking whether Black on Black racial 

discrimination constitute racism; for instance, a study by Khalifa (2014) considered Black 

student and parental perceptions of exclusionary practices of Black school principals. The 

study asked why students and parents viewed two Black principals as contributing to 

abusive and exclusionary school environments that marginalized Black students. The study 

revealed that exclusionary behaviours toward Black students—which was viewed as “abuse” 

by students and parents—was a reproduction of the district’s racism, and thus adds new 

considerations for discussions around the value of racially-like (i.e., all Black) educators and 

students (pg.259). Similarly, Addae and Quan-Baffour (2022) considered anti-foreigner 

sentiments seen in South Africa, resulting in waves of violent attacks on African migrants 

leading to loss of lives and properties. The authors described these actions as “Afrophobic”, 

“Black on Black Violence”, and a “new form of racism” in South Africa (pg.1). However, 

Addae and Quan-Baffour are clear that these vices cannot be divorced from the history of 

Apartheid, which fostered a system of fear of and mistrust for other foreign African 

nationals through isolating Black South Africans from the international community (pg.1). 
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Likewise, in this study, instances of Black-on Black discrimination was widely reported. For 

example, Amal said: 

You will get those colleagues within our practice where you realize this Black person actions, 
she's forgetting, it’s our fellow Black people. It is interesting bit when you have got those 

that are Blacks, who act whiter than the whites themselves. 

Thus, whilst I concur with Tinarwo’s (2017) view that racism between two groups of Black 

people does not exist based on lack of power on both, it is however important that racially 

based discrimination between two groups of Black people is not overlooked. However, in a 

similar thrust with Addae and Quan-Baffour, I suggest that analysis of this needs to 

concentrate on structural causes of racism and the role of internalised racism. Internalised 

racism theory (see Kutateladze, 2022), would suggest possibility that Black people have 

internalised negative perceptions of their race and Blackness. Thus, I emphasise on the need 

to consider Black people experiences of collective disenfranchisement and historical trauma, 

because of slavery and persistent racial disparities, and how this influences their 

relationship with one another. From this position, the argument made is that a discussion 

on Black-on-Black discrimination that limits the role of the involved parties as either victim 

or perpetrator, negates the complexities related to the social historical background context 

of racism, and how this history impacts the ways Black people relates with each other. 

Section 2: Post-qualifying experiences 

This section exemplifies what has been participants’ experiences after becoming qualified 

social workers. ‘Racial violence in the organisation’ is a sub-theme discussing the 

experiences discussed in this section, to highlight the pervading ‘characteristic’ of the 

participants’ working context. Five key ideas are discussed to capture several ways this racial 

violence in the setting is enacted: 
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1. Amputation of Black workers ‘affects’ 

2. Navigating the workplace as a person who speaks English with an “African accent.”  

3. Consistent operations of internalised racism  

4. Quality of relationship between front-line managers and Black social workers 

5. Paradoxical hypervisibility and invisibility 

8.3 Racial violence in the organisation 

“I feel like anybody coming to social work or social care settings, we are all aware of 
discrimination. It should never happen amongst us because that is what we stand for. So, 
you would not expect it within us. So, when I saw something similar within the settings, it 

was a shock to me. Like. “So, I am not even in a safe place.” (Kay) 

 

I have started this section with direct quotes from Kay’s narrative (emphasis on safety), to 

bring home the concept of racial ‘violence’ as the prevailing condition in the employing 

organisation, as experienced by these Black African social workers. To elucidate this, I use 

Fanon’s discussion on violence, presented in his text The Wretched of the Earth (1963). 

Fanon discusses the revolutionary struggle against Western subjugation. He discusses the 

‘native intellectual,’ arguing that for this intellectual, neither education nor wealth can offer 

them the protection from the violence of colonization or enslavement (James, 2013).  

I bring Fanon into conversation with Bourdieu’s field theory (1992, 1999). Bourdieu’s 

conception of ‘symbolic violence’ reveals how those who are oppressed, inevitably adopt 

the status quo as obvious and appropriate, even when it is hurtful to them, further 

legitimizing and solidifying it. Bourdieu explained that these dispositions or domination are 

also experienced bodily, through what he called the ‘bodily hexis.’ I incorporate this with 

Fanon’s discussion on these bodily experiences, which he described as ‘the native’s muscles 

always being tensed’ (1963; 41).  
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Anchoring the discussion on these thoughts, the experience of qualified Black social workers 

in this study, becomes discernible. The ‘violence’ exerted on these workers is on the 

premise that one would think that upon attaining qualified status, this then becomes a 

‘licence’ to practice as mandated by the profession. But on the contrary and as verbalised by 

Tia: 

And it was a phase that I went through with my own personal journey and experience 
coming into a professional setting. Whereby, Ohh. OK, I've completed uni now. I'm now a 

professional in my own capacity and I should be given the right to make decisions and hold 
up to those decisions. But I was in a position whereby every single decision I took at that 

stage was questioned. 

But before I continue with the discussion, a brief pause is warranted here, to revisit and 

continue with Lina’s diary reflections and field notes, started in page 86: 

When Lina said that when growing up, “it was imbedded in them that some races are 

superior to others,” I got a sense that in African setting, this is accepted as irrefutable or as 

the ‘doxa’ in the language of Bourdieu (1992).  

Watching the recording of Lina’s first interview, I registered the sadness in me, listening to 

what she said that “we are brought up to be thankful for the little we have.”  This sadness 

envelopes me every time I listen to this.  

Lina said that “we are taught to just stay in the background and feel comfortable;” I 

observed Lina’s body language as she said this. She demonstrated this “hunching” with her 

body language, to demonstrate “to hunch low so as not to be seen.”  Before this, she had 

said that if the team manager did not nudge her and another Black colleague to go for 

career progression, they were “comfortable” staying in the background.  

This mental image of ‘hunching’ has caught my attention; field notes corresponding to this 

narrative, ‘ponders’ on ‘the discomfort of ‘hunching down,’ wondering how these fits with 

Lina’s assertion that they were ‘comfortable’ staying in the background? Were they 

comfortable or were they managing a racial enforced position that is not compatible to their 

sense of capabilities?  
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My diary reflections centres on this ‘hunching down.’ I point out that it is not comfortable to 

‘hunch down,’ because this is not a ‘natural’ body posture. Rather, this posture is adopted 

to minimise visibility- not to be seen to protect yourself as Lina said. The natural poise is to 

be upright, and so I see the contradiction in being “comfortable,” in what is an unnatural 

position!  

Later, as I go back to this data and having had further reflections, it occurs to me how this 

body posture of ‘being hunched down’ is prominent in Lina’s data.  

Connecting with the communicated mental image of ‘hunching’ characterising Lina’s script, 

Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ (1992) certainly elucidates this bodily disposition, but also 

and sadly, the fact that this has been accepted as ‘doxa’ (common sense) in Bourdieu’s 

language. Bourdieu’s symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1992) makes sense. I now want to 

connect this with Fanon’s concept of “affective ankylosis” (Black Skin, White Masks, 2021; 

101). Fanon uses the rheumatological metaphor of ankylosis to gesture to a figural 

hardening of motion wrought by the onset of colonization (Chamberlin, 2018). Expanding on 

this further, Shiloh (2018) utilised Fanon’s contribution to the theory of the body schema, to 

illustrate how the political economy of affects in colonial racism, functions to refuse affects 

for Black bodies. Instead, these Black bodies are burdened with absorbing the projections of 

unwanted affects from white bodies. Returning to Lina’s script to connect this with what I 

described as ‘hunching’ of her body, I propose that this physical body movement is a 

‘visceral’ manifestation of experiencing racism. Thus, and applying Shiloh’s analysis of this, I 

suggest that Lina’s assertion that “we are taught to just stay in the background “(and the 

accompanied ‘hunching), needs to be ‘re-framed’ from the cultural framing of this, to seeing 

this as a direct consequence of: 

 “a uniquely affective structure of oppressive violence, one that displaces and accumulates 
disjointed affective force, quarantining it within the racialized body until it becomes toxic” 
(Shiloh, 2018; 512). 
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On this issue concerning racialisation of emotions, Audre Lorde’s writings, for example her 

writing on the gendered and racialized work regarding anger (Lorde, 1984, 2019) powerfully 

illustrates how racism manifests when it comes to uptake of affects. Likewise, Fanon (1963) 

on the same subject observed that: 

“In the colonial world, the emotional sensitivity of the native is kept on the surface of his 
skin like an open sore which flinches from the caustic agent; and the psyche shrinks back, 
obliterates itself and find outlet in muscular demonstrations which have cause certain very 
wise men to say the native is a hysterical type” (pg.44).   

The discussion herein is attending to the violence in the organisation, as experienced by 

Black African social workers involved in this study. To contextualise this further, I want to 

connect with what is being said here concerning racialisation of emotions, to consider the 

amputation of their ‘affect’, as observed in this study: 

8.3.1 Amputation of Black African social workers ‘affects’ 

In this study, narratives from participants indicates that their humanity, feelings, and 

emotions are not considered, when conversations around racist incidents from families are 

held. Because of this, when racial incidents occur, racial trauma experienced in the line of 

work, is being carried around by Black social workers, because there is no avenue open to 

them to work through this. What is revealed in participants narratives, is that they can 

process or make sense of racism from clients, because they can appropriate this to clients’ 

mental condition. The difficulty for them is receiving the same from those meant to support 

them, for example their managers. Participants revealed that when they disclose racial 

discrimination experienced in the course of their job, how their managers respond to this, 

hugely determines what happens next.  

But sadly, narratives from participants suggests instances when front line managers are not 

providing ‘structural reinforcement’ for these Black African social workers in racial 
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incidences. Participants indicated that when they face racist incidents from clients and their 

families, there is an expectation on them to be ‘professional’ at the expense of their 

wellbeing. They indicated that there is expectation by the profession for Black social 

workers to ‘swallow’ racist ‘incidences and ‘continue’/ act professionally. Participants 

indicated that their managers show little willingness to ‘work through’ race related issues, 

but rather, there is a tendency for them to ‘take sides’ with clients, and to assume that the 

worker involved is at fault. It appears that when Black social workers face racial 

discrimination from people they work with and for, their managers are not only placing the 

blame on them rather than considering that they have been victims of racist abuse, but they 

also place the responsibility on them to rectify the situation. This is a situation of double 

jeopardy on these Black African social workers, as victims of racist abuse whilst also 

expecting them to provide emollient for the situation.  

For example, Ivy reported an occurrence where she felt that one of the managers did not 

consider the racial dynamics involved working with a certain white family, and instead 

‘placed’ the responsibility on her to ‘fix’ the situation. Luckily, Ivy reported that a different 

manager in the team stepped in to support with the case.  Ivy attributed this to the latter 

manager being ‘good’ but added that not all managers are able to pick up on those things. 

To contextualise these experiences further, I want to bring in a microaggression, that of a 

microinvalidation type (Sue et al., 2007) that happened between Tia and her white 

manager. By using critical realism and its ability to explain structures that function as causal 

forces to produce events, it was possible to address the response of this white manager, in 

answering the question of whose reality is seen as valid. By dissecting the response of this 

white manager from a critical realist position, what is surfaced and made visible is how the 
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embedded ideology of white supremacy, which privileges individualism, continues to 

obfuscate the causal forces that shape, maintain, and perpetuate racial injustice (Rozas, 

2022). In so doing, the microinvalidation then powerfully revealed how affective 

intentionality (Shiloh, 2018), may be severed, or “amputated” as part of oppressive 

practices: 

I had an encounter with an elderly person that I went to visit during a crisis, who told me not 
to sit. And gave me straight up blunt. People like you cannot sit on my chair. I said fine. I 

stood up through the assessment, completed what I needed to do, the job I needed to do. I 
left the environment, go into the car, called my manager, and said dah and dah and dah this 

is how I feel. “Ohh dear. Perhaps you might want to reflect a bit.” 

And my mindset was, what am I gonna reflect on? I've been face to face racially abused and 
you’re telling me to go reflect? Yeah, what exactly am I gonna reflect on? Being Black? Am I 

gonna reflect that I shouldn't be in this country? Am I gonna reflect that I shouldn't work 
with people who have a problem with the color of my skin?  So that, to me, did not sit well 

with me from that approach. 

Considering this manager’s response from a psychoanalytic perspective, Davids (2011,2020) 

psychoanalytic approach to race and difference is helpful. David’s work discusses the 

formation of internal racist organisation, explaining these as internal structures that acts as 

defence mechanisms against racial anxieties. Applying this to this manager’s response, what 

is observable from her paranoid-schizoid position (Klein, 1946, 1996), is the activation of 

these defensive organisation. I argue that this manager must have recognised that to occupy 

the role of a ‘container’ (Bion, 1962) as Tia needed, would have meant ‘confronting’ the 

racist act perpetrated by the white service user, and by association, by ‘herself’ as a white 

person. Seemingly, what was ‘avoided’ by this manager was the ‘containing’ role, as this 

would have required her to ‘take in’ Tia’s projective identification and experience them, to 

connect with her experience (Duncan, 2014). From a psychoanalytic point of view, what this 

manager failed to grasp is the projective identification used for communication; she thus 
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effectively hindered development of introjective processes and the development of Tia’s 

ego.   

Undoubtfully, this is anxiety-provoking, and so to ‘defend against this,’ the response 

observed. But to do so, as was the case in this situation, is suggestive of a borderline 

functioning (Steiner, 2003), replete with pathological internal organisation, hence unable to 

address states of needs. For a person in her position and the responsibility conferred to her 

by her role, such functioning leaves a lot to be desired, as Tia expressed: 

Tia said that while she could ‘deal’ with the service users’ behaviour as she could see she 

was unwell mentally, what she found hard to come to terms with, was the response she got 

from someone who was supposed to support her. She said: 

Honestly, there's a part of me that died within…but I snapped out of it. I didn't want to think 
about it for too long because it was gonna mess me up. It hurts when it’s done by a service 
user, but being addressed poorly by the superiors, that’s where it hurts more. I rather you 

say nothing than you make it worse. 

But I also want to further this view, by bringing in another perspective- that which pertains 

to ‘shame’ related to racism. Graff (2011) speaking on the topic of shame, explained that 

shame tends to evoke repression of ideas, adding that it motivates people to conceal and 

withdraw. He attributed shame to the absence of slavery and racism from literature on 

trauma, explaining that the shame and trauma of slavery causes(d) dissociation, not only to 

enslaved Black people and their descendants, but to whites as well. Racial shame thus 

resides in both the oppressed and the oppressor. Paulo Freire in his text ‘Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed,’ eloquently put it this way: 

“Dehumanization, which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also 
(though in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the vocation of 
becoming more fully human” (1970;18). 



123 
 

But what I want to speak into is the ‘restitutive ‘potential that feelings of shame have. 

Sullivan (2014) discussed how racial shame can help white people understand their negative 

feelings about race, including whiteness, in ways that can increase their feelings of racial 

responsibility and their solidarity with people of color. She explained this can happen 

because: 

“To feel shame, is for white people to take responsibility for their feeling of emptiness and 
the racist wrongdoing to which it has led” (pg.132) 

Thus, the argument I make is that the presence of ‘shame’ is not necessarily the issue here. 

The issue is how that shame is ‘connected with;’ either to repress and hide, or to welcome 

its discomfort, thus opening potential space for thinking adequately about a constitutive 

relation between self and other. In the case of this white manager, unfortunately, the 

former was true, to the detriment of Tia. 

The discussion so far is on how racial violence is experienced by Black African social workers 

in their employing organisation. The discussion which follows continues this theme, by 

highlighting how English dominance is used to propagate this violence:  

8.3.2; English dominance: practising social work as a person who speaks English with an 

“African accent.” 

Huber (2011) introduces experiences of English dominance as a racist nativist 

microaggression. Their work showed how language became symbolic of the perceived 

inferiority of the African accents’ language, and of the people who spoke it. Huber explained 

that they experienced this inferiority through subtle, layered, and cumulative assaults that 

are one form of a systemic, everyday racist nativism or racist nativist microaggressions. 

Huber identified that practices of English dominance are often subtle and difficult to 
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recognize without the help of theoretical constructs that can expose them, arguing that 

racial microaggressions is a concept that is useful in describing how English dominance is 

experienced.  

In this study, I have been struck by how much English language ‘looms large’ in participants 

narratives, in a manner that suggests that for these participants, the dominant culture in the 

host society continues to devalue and subjugate these cultural and linguistic Black African 

social workers. This study is not alone in this observation; many studies have reported 

similar occurrences around this issue of supremacy of English language (see for example in 

Weinberg, 2022; Wong, 2008; Tinarwo, 2017). 

But what seems to be ‘lost’ or not acknowledged is in the fact that for these minority ethnic 

workers, they are individuals who speak other languages other than just English. Ngugi Wa 

Thiong’o (1993), drives this point home, in his argument that Indigenous languages are our 

common heritage:  

“A world of many languages should be like a field of flowers of different colours. There is no 
flower which becomes more of a flower on account of its colour or its shape. All such 
flowers express their common “floralness” in their diverse colours and shapes . . . [and 
therefore] all our languages should join in the demand for a new international economic, 
political, and cultural order” (pg. 39). 

But contrary to what Wa Thiong’o asserts, what is seen in this study is the way in which 

dominance of English language is given expression. This is often communicated by the 

natives of the host society through the perceived deficiency and professional inferiority of 

the Black African social workers involved in this study. They reported devaluing of their 

professional expertise by clients and families, often hidden behind ‘not understanding 

because the accent is too strong’ as Amal narrated: 



125 
 

I have had many instances where clients have said that they don’t understand me. Well, I 
think it’s the things you live with every day and when you come across that, you just ask 

what it is they don't understand, so you can clearly break it down for them because what you 
are asking them is nothing major is only everyday life. So, it's like let me know what it is you 

don't understand, then I can break it down. And if they continue, that's when you realize 
actually this is racism, they want somebody who speaks English, who is a white English, who 

can come and communicate them in their mother tongue, you know. 

But as argued by Macedo (2000), this cannot be reduced simply to issues of language, but 

rests on a full understanding of the ideological elements that generate and sustain linguistic, 

cultural, and racial discrimination, which represents vestiges of a colonial legacy in the 

society.  Macedo argues that colonialism imposes “distinction” as an ideological yardstick 

against which all other cultural values are measured, including language. This is the case for 

participants in this study; in fact, it appears that the issue around ‘accents’ is problematised 

by professionals too, as narrative from Ivy and Amal indicated. Ivy said: 

I'm sure that we've all they had these experiences, whether at training or at uni, you know 
like when we go into groups and we have discussions, you might say the same thing. 

Somebody says it with a British accent, or somebody says it in a different way. Like, yeah, 
yeah, that's right. And it's like they've said something spectacular. I think it can knock your 

confidences. If it’s perceived that there's a certain accent where you know it's more 
intelligent or maybe once somebody says it's taken more on board than you, even though 

you might say the same thing. So, it knocks on your confidence. And sometimes you feel like 
your competency is questioned.  

Amal spoke of feeling ‘uncomfortable’ when speaking with white colleagues, saying “with 

your accent they might not even catch what you're saying.” She said because of these ‘little 

things,’ “they pick on you.” Her story highlights this phenomenon regarding the ‘supremacy’ 

of English language, but more importantly, her story revealed that the issue is not 

necessarily about ‘accents,’ rather, the issue as deemed by others, is to do specifically with 

“African accent”:  

You know, languages until today, I would be talking to my colleagues who are white. You 
come up with a word which you know, with my accent and it's like (makes facial gesture to 

indicate displeasure). But if it's a white person who is Spanish and speaking English, 
regardless is broken one, talking to another white, they actually feel so excited and saying oh 
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wow, someone who is Spanish is speaking English, look at the amount of effort they are 
making! But coming to someone like me, nobody's going to realize that I'm making effort. So 

that's a part of our everyday racism we are experiencing. 

Look at Ukrainian refugees, they are getting jobs within a day, even though you can’t 
understand what they are saying, but if you brought a person from Somalia as a refugee and 
gave them a job in the supermarket or anywhere, you would see the reaction from the white 

people. 

The discussion so far in this chapter, is focused on highlighting several ways racial ‘violence’ 

bears forth in the working context of participants in this study. Such one way is entrenched 

in patterns of internalised racism instilled at an early age (as discussed in chapter 6), and 

which continues to bear forth on how these participants ‘show up’ at the workplace: 

8.3.3; Presence of chronic patterns of internalised racism 

Lipsky (1998) notes that patterns of internalised racism are a result of the experience of 

systemic and institutionalised racism, adding that these chronic patterns are consistently 

present in operation, so much more that many Black people have come to view this as 

inherent part of Black culture. Lipsky’s point is reflected in what Tia said: 

It's even strange how you might feel sick, but you still carry on because you are being 
challenged behind you. You like ohh I must make it. I must be at work. I need to be. They 

need me. Because we are constantly guilty, feeling guilty of, ohh I should be working. But I'm 
sick. Ohh, let me log on. I'm not feeling like it. Ohh. You feeling like you need? I'm out of the 

computer for an hour. I feel bad. Like ohh. I shouldn't be out. 

The ‘violence’ in this refers to the physical domination that is replaced or made purposeless 

because the individual sees the existing social order as natural and appropriate (Wiegmann, 

2017). Similarly, for others like Amal, ‘working hard ‘has become part of being Black: 

I mean when we get in this country, you train your mind to accept and say I need to work 
hard to prove that I can do the job. And even actually end up working harder, and then you 
realize the white population are hardly doing anything. You know, the amount of effort you 

must put in, so it has become a reality thing of Being black. Yeah, working hard. Which it 
became a habit, and our mind have agreed to accept it regardless. 
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What is being revealed in these narratives is the ‘double bind’ (King, 2023) and the inherent 

complexity because of this. For example, in Amal’s example of ‘needing to work hard,’ this is 

a double bind, because on the one hand, racism creates this need to work hard, but on the 

other hand, acting on this sustains the cycle of internalised racism. What this discussion 

unveils is the ‘violence’ in the setting. The discussion below continues this theme, through 

the exploration of relationship between Black African social workers and their managers.  

8.3.4 quality of relationship with frontline managers as a key determining factor 

The quality of relationship between these Black African social workers and their white 

managers, appears to be significant in this study, going by the number of participants who 

commented on this. This finding is significant, as it highlights the crucial role played by front-

line managers and how they are failing Black social workers. In this study, participants were 

united in their views that transactional relationship between them and their white 

managers is the norm. They reported that the employing organisation (vis a vis their 

managers) do not ‘see them as individuals;’ rather, they are seen as being ‘only there to do 

a job.’ A participant at the focus group expressed this well:   

I think it's just really that sometimes those relationships are not built with our managers. You 
need to build that relationship and get to know them, because that's how people open to 
you, in the same way we work with our service users. But if that's lost from our managers, 

then just makes us feel like, well, you know what, they don't value me? I'm just a worker. So, 
I think that’s some of the experiences that, you know, our people face, like you're pretty 
much seen as a number, you are pretty much your payroll number. How do you open to 

someone that you do not think they even consider you as a person, they just see you as a 
worker? 

Amal expressed how this transactional relationship with white managers, have led to Black 

African social workers receiving less ‘emotional’ support: 

I think one thing I have experienced; with Black social workers we not being supported 
emotionally compared to the white group. If a white social worker is going through, hell, let 
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us put it that way, and then there is a Black person, they expect us to be more resilient than 
the white group, which again this is all about microaggressions isn’t it? That is how I see it. 

So why would you support your white colleague, ohh have a time off, you know, and the 
other one, obviously we have got the right to have those time off, but you get the managers 
prompting them and checking on them regularly. You come in the office, they call you in, you 
have 10, 15 minutes if it’s needed. Then a Black colleague, you have expressed what is going 
on through your life, the manager does not want to know. So, those are the bits I have seen, 

I have experienced some of it. 

Consequently, differences in managers’ responses to these Black African social workers’ 

vulnerability were noted, compared to how they responded to the same when it comes to 

white workers. However, participants also acknowledged that cultural differences between 

them and white managers, plays a role on the quality of their relationship. Participants 

spoke of their African upbringing, noting how this influences their ‘behaviour’ at work. For 

example, participants spoke of African upbringing and how this does not encourage ‘open’ 

show of emotional vulnerability at work, as well as encouraging closed boundaries between 

home and work. Participants acknowledged that this does play a role regarding the extent 

to which they can ‘open’ up to their managers, for them to be supported. Lina said: 

The difficulty is in a way you were taught. When we go to work is to work and come back 
home. We are not going to work to put our lives in like an open book for everyone to read. So 
even though you would ask me so many questions, there's a minimum to what I can tell you. 

Because of the barriers that we have built. Even though they might try. We were taught 
Keep your cards on your chest, you do not just let everything up. You know, you might not 

even have something to eat for dinner. But that do not mean you go to work crying. 

Amal echoed this sentiment:  

It could be a bit of yes, the culture does play a massive. It does, yes, it does. I think it does. 
And we tend to separate work with our own issues. Which again is good and is bad. So, you 

often realize the communication is hardly there. You just wanna get on with your job and go. 

But for others, like one of the participants at the focus group, the issue lies on the 

assumption made about the ‘resilience’ of Black people: 

I think our white privilege people, they know how to get emotional support as compared to 
Black people. Black people we put on this cap that we can do it. Our resilience level is very 

high. So even when we are asked are you OK, you are not OK, but you will respond. Yes, I am 
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OK, knowing that I’m not ok I need help. A white person will let you know that no, I'm not 
OK. I'm breaking down, and I need a level of support, but a Black person even taking one 

week off, you will feel this guilt that like you've taken a long time off. 

Ivy supported this view:  

I was just wondering, listening to all our experiences, whether a part of it is whether as Black 
people, we are viewed to be Black strong people, you know Black strong woman, like we can 
put up with a lot, because like  I've definitely witnessed that if a white counterpart is having 

a bad day, or is struggling, they seem to be able to get away with it. And I learned when I 
was working in my previous job that these things they can get away with, that we can't get 

away with. 

And sometimes it's difficult to tell whether it’s because you are Black. Or maybe it's your 
personality. Or maybe you are the kind of person who would say yes when other people say 
no. So, there's those kinds of things where it's felt as a Black person, you are strong, you are 

able to deal with more demanding caseload than others. 

Consequently, participants reported that division of labour is eschewed negatively on them 

by their managers, while expecting them to ‘endure.’  They reported differences in case 

allocation between them and their white counterparts, not just in term of volume, but also 

in complexity. For example, Lina reported differences in experiences between Black and 

white newly qualified social workers (ASYE), in terms of not just the nature of cases 

allocated to them, but also in terms of support they receive from managers. She said: 

And for example, there was, you know, CHC checklist. AB (a newly qualified white social 
worker) has never done it. CD (white manager) had to ask me like ohh, can you help? That’s 

fine and I'll help her through the process. Then the next time it was EF (a newly qualified 
Black social worker). Same case. She hasn't done it the same level with AB. And she (EF) 

asked me, oh, how do I do this? And I'm just thinking like, why is that for AB, CD had to ask 
me to help AB, but for EF, they just allocated to her, she is newly qualified, Same level as AB? 

So how do they expect her (EF) to know all these things? 

For Ivy, she wondered that if we are all doing the same job in the same organisation, “what 

other possible explanation for the difference in experiences, other than the fact that they 

are white, and I am Black”? 

But for others like Lina and Kawa, a correlation exists in the quality of relationship with Black 

social workers and white managers with prior exposure to Black people. Lina said: 



130 
 

I think because our manager relates more with Black people. Because they grew up with 
predominantly Black people. So, I think the narrative would have been different if it were like 
a purely, purely white person, who had never had any interaction with Black people, prior to 

the post of being a manager. 

Speaking of this white manager, Lina observed that this manager has been able to ‘push’ 

Black workers from places of obscurity. She explained that this is because the said manager 

has had prior interaction with Black people, prior to them coming into management, and 

they therefore ‘knew’ that such happens. Lina compared this with another white manager, 

by narrating a story about a time when her and another Black colleague were in a meeting 

with two other white colleagues, of which one was the said white manager. She said the 

latter started talking about their dogs, and Lina and the other Black colleague ‘just sat 

there.’ Lina observed that if this manager had received cross-cultural training, they would 

have been familiar with some of these cultural particularities. She said: 

In a way, you need to find balance of having interacted with Black people. You know what to 
say, what is acceptable and what is not acceptable. Sometimes these people, the white 

people that get in trouble, is because some of them is because they generally didn't know 
that they can't say these things. They genuinely didn't know. If you grow up in a very white 

neighbourhood, where there's not this kind of Black music being played or anything, so, how 
then do you know this lingo? 

Similarly, Kawa highlighted why experiences with white managers without any prior 

interaction with Black people is different: 

When I was in college, my college mate, said he was born in one of the counties, a 
predominantly white environment. He went all white environment, all white school and 
everything, until he went, I think in Birmingham and started encountering Black people. 

Because their parents used to tell them, don't mix with them. So, until he came into contact 
then he said, what are my people talking about? So, they’ve installed this racist ideology on 
their children. So, the awareness and having been in contact with Black people, will tend to 

help people, because it opened people's eyes that what they've been told when they're 
growing up is not true. 

Still for others, the question was on whether the manager will ‘back up’ the Black social 

worker, should things go wrong. And whilst this can be true for any worker, participants 
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however expressed increased vulnerability as Black African social workers. This mirrors an 

investigation by Mithran (2021) reported in CommunityCare5 whereby it evidenced that 

Black and ethnic minority social workers are disproportionately subject to fitness to practise 

investigations. Ivy said: 

You start to realize that as a Black person that if something goes wrong and you make a 
mistake, you won't be backed up by your white manager or something, so you start to see it 

differently, you know. And then there's that whole thing, if it's not recorded, it never 
happened. You start getting afraid to get to do something that you know you would, I don't 

know, get into trouble, or lose your PIN. So, all those things you don't think about them when 
you're thinking about going to social work, but once you get in there, you kind of feel 

vulnerable actually. You can feel vulnerable and afraid, yeah. 

Amal echoed same sentiments as Ivy: 

I don't mind losing my job with Xshire. There could be other jobs anywhere else. You just 
must protect yourself. Protect your PIN. Often you don't know whether anyone is going to 
believe you or not. That's my worry. Will I be believed if something happens? I don't know. 
Will I be supported if anything happens? That's a question I have. Will my manager stand 
there and defend me? That's the whole question. So, I do what I can to protect myself as 

much as I can. Hoping that nothing's gonna happen. 

Discussion so far has been attending to the racial violence in the organisation, as 

experienced by Black African social workers involved in this study. In what follows, 

discussion will reveal the surveillance exerted on these workers:  

8.3.5 Paradoxical hypervisibility and invisibility 

So far, discussions points to the difficulties in reconciling ‘authenticity’ and managing the 

demands placed upon Black African workers due to racism. On this, participants spoke 

about how racism produces paradoxical hypervisibility of Black bodies in white spaces, and 

the social invisibility of the same. For example, Lina spoke of ‘staying in the background’ to 
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reduce visibility to keep safe. For others like Ivy and Amanda, they reported how their 

professional role occupancy is diminished when in the presence of a white colleague. 

Amanda said: 

I've experienced something similar where in the work environment, where I went to assess 
one of my service users with another social worker who is white. I'm the social worker, but 

she accompanied me. It was mentioned I was the social worker for the client, but the mother 
of the client was not having it. She kept on focusing on the white social worker I came with. 
Then the social worker will tell her that I am the allocated social worker so to consult with 
me, and she says no, she keeps, you know, going back to the other white social worker. So, 
to me is exactly what you touched on about microaggressions, the way they are done in a 
way that is not visible. In this case, the mother was indirectly trying to shove me aside and 

focus on my colleague who is white. 

Tia also spoke of invisibility rendered upon her by other professionals. She narrated how 

upon the advent of working online, she was subconsciously used to look for lighting so that 

professionals cannot say that they can’t see her. She acknowledged the experiences of 

working online and what this means to a dark-skinned person, speaking of “being forced to 

‘showcase’ herself, feeling as if she is putting herself on display for the sake of others, yet at 

the same time feeling invisible when it comes to being recognised for her professional 

worth”. Tia said:  

I'll move from room to room, as people were saying “I can’t see you. You are doing extra! 
You call meetings on Teams, you see people just being themselves because they're not 
saying, ohh I can't see you! Telling me because I'm Black, you can't see me, that's dirty! 

That's painful. And then the tone in which it comes across makes you understand, hang on a 
minute, it’s not because they can’t see you, but they choose not to, or they want to remind 

you that they can't see you. 

Tia’s comments were echoed by another participant who took part at the focus group: 

I've just realized that it's become maybe subconsciously, that I am very, very conscious of my 
lighting. So, it's like the moment I have a meeting coming up, I am trying to move my laptop. 

It's a different angle. I'm trying to turn on my lights. I test my camera before the meeting 
3,4,5 times. It's like in as much as no one has ever said that directly to me, but I know it. That 
somebody will say they can't see me. So, it’s actually interesting, that though we might not 
have had those direct words towards us, but it's like subconsciously we are aware that you 

know people would think they can't see us, or it might be too dark, or do I need to wear 
something that you know I'm going to be quite visible? 
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Summarising this section, the experiences of these participants with their managers can be 

better understood using a critical realist model of complexity theory (see for example in 

Hood, 2012). From this theory, the concept of dissipative systems which tends to lose 

energy over time is helpful. From this, we know that any system that tends to lose energy 

over time, quickly reaches ‘thermodynamic equilibrium’ which in terms of living systems 

means death (see in Warren et al., 1998). If this understanding is then applied to discussion 

at hand, the consequences for front line managers failing to recognise the dependency on 

them, in situation of racial trauma experienced by these Black African social workers when 

doing their job is clear. In these circumstances, the possibility for these workers to reach the 

said ‘thermodynamic equilibrium’ (burnout, loss of morale, excessive staff turnover etc), is a 

real possibility. I suggest that these are some of the conditions giving rise to what Ivy 

expressed: 

I was talking to my colleague from another team. we're talking about how white 
counterparts stay in jobs for years and they work their way up from ASYE to senior to 

advanced and they became manager in that team. They stay on for years and years because 
maybe they are comfortable and then we're saying that why do Black people not do that? 

It’s because we chop and change, we are here, we are there, we are everywhere, we’re 
always changing. So yeah, I think that's known that we just move on if we don't like it, rather 

than face and confront what the issue is, we just leave. 

I suggest that this partly occurs because the sense of ‘equilibrium’ for Black social workers is 

destabilised after encountering racial prejudice in the line of duty, made worse by their 

managers failing to provide support to shore them up, for them to regain their equilibrium. 

The trickle- down effects of this on service delivery, needs to be overstated: 

The online Cambridge English dictionary defines trickle-down as “a situation in which 

something that starts in the high parts of a system spreads to the whole of the system. On 

this and by giving Tia’s experience as an example, she explained what would have happened 

with the racist service user, had her manager not dealt with the issue appropriately: 
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I would have stayed on with the case because that's…do you get? and then it will be a case 
whereby the case is not being addressed because no one is supporting the service user. I 

wouldn't do it, and then it just sitting on my tray. Hopefully, one day I leave and then it gets 
passed on. 

Therefore, it is critical to recognise and acknowledge that the effects of racial discrimination 

are not only suffered by the individual person involved, but this has a detrimental trickle-

down effect on service delivery. I therefore emphasise that when ethnic workers disclose 

racial discrimination experienced in the course of their work, how their managers respond 

to this, plays a huge role in how they move forward.  

So far, the discussion has ‘surfaced’ the racial violence in the setting. In the final third 

section of this chapter, I will discuss how these racialised social workers navigate hostile 

environments daily, as they go about meeting their professional responsibilities and uphold 

their professional values.  

Section 3; Navigating hostile environments. 

Following the’ lack of containment’ from managers as the preceding section has shown, this 

third section of this chapter will discuss ‘development of second skin,’ to denote means by 

which these participants survive in hostile environments; for example, Tia’ narrative evokes 

an intense sense of organisations as hostile and unsafe places. Surviving in hostile 

environments, but at a cost. Her narrative evokes a strong image of ‘kitting oneself’ -almost 

putting on a ‘second skin’ to go in ‘hostile’ territories. This suggests that due to the constant 

need to keep oneself safe, it is almost impossible to show up in such organisations 

authentically. 

But this said, it has already been evidenced that participants in this study (and many other 

Black people) have continued to find means to exercise their agency, I want to briefly touch 
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on ‘refusal’ as a mean through which many oppressed people find means of resisting, 

reframing, and redirecting colonial and capitalist logics, as an important political strategy 

and an assertion of diverse sovereignties and life worlds (Wright, 2018). As argued by 

Wright, refusal is deployed neither as a negation of the need for dialogue nor a withdrawal 

from the need to counter colonialism, but a refusal to be drawn into politics that enable 

colonialism, a strong assertion of sovereignty and the terms of dialogue itself. Throughout 

this study and from the decolonial standpoint informing this study, I have made efforts to 

retain consciousness of the traditional social work pedagogy which tends to assess 

challenges faced by Black people through a pathological lens (Johnson,2022). From this 

awareness, I found that in thinking about this subject of refusal, I ‘grappled’ with some of 

my analysis (see for example my analysis of ivy’s narrative on page 133 about Black people 

frequently changing jobs). I wondered whether assigning this as a manifestation of 

oppression, is in fact an indication of my continued coloniality in theorizations of agency? 

In what follows, discussion will highlight how participants in this study have continued to 

find ways to assert their agency, and to resist hopelessness and a nihilist position. The work 

of Esther Bick (1968, 1986) on functions of the skin in early object relations, informs this 

discussion.  

8.4; ‘Second skin’ functioning  

Bick’s work discusses the primal function of the skin in its role of holding together parts of 

the personality. Bick points that in the event of defective development of this containment 

function, other ‘secondary skin’ devices may arise. I apply Bick’s work to the ‘containing’ 

function of organisations for employees, arguing that in instances where there is absence of 

this, this leads to a development of a ‘second skin’ formation through which dependence on 
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the object is replaced by a pseudo-independence, by the inappropriate use of certain 

mental function (Bick, 1968). I argue that this is the case in this study:  

As discussions in this chapter has already demonstrated, participants in this study have 

found that they cannot ‘rely’ on their managers (and by extension their employing 

organisation) ‘containing function,’ when incidents of racism occur.  Drawing from Bick’s 

work, I assert that in the absence of this ‘containing’ from employing organisation, ‘normal’ 

functioning of these participants by necessity leads to the development of a ‘second skin’ 

formation. Bick made observations that “when the baby is born, he is in the position of an 

astronaut who has been shot out into outer space without a spacesuit” (1986; 295). I 

thought that the ‘vulnerability’ of the said baby, is like the ‘vulnerability’ expressed by Kay, 

when discussing being a Black African newly qualified social worker (ASYE): 

I think then I was penetrating the practice and with lots of fear of the unknown, lots of 
anxieties, lot of how is gonna be, how my journey going to be you know, my feet were not 

that strong on the floor, a little bit of wind would want to knock you down. 

Bick (1986) notes that where ‘second skin’ formation is a prominent feature of character, 

anxieties of falling into space haunts every demand for change, hence engendering a deep 

conservatism. This is due to an awareness of the risk that this ‘second skin’ can collapse 

under stress, no matter how well-adjusted it may appear; this mirrors what Tia said:  

And then you are still within that nutshell of, Ohh I don't want to say anything. Sometimes 
you write good morning on the Team chat. You clean it up because I can't be bothered. I 
don't want to, let me quietly do my job. Because for me, I felt like ohh, I am in my hiding 

place. I need to stay away from all this. Let's just do the job and get away. 

If Tia’s narrative is seen in the light of Bick’s notion of ‘second skin’, what becomes 

discernible is her awareness of the ‘vulnerability’ of her ‘second skin’, and her recognition 

that this can ‘suddenly collapse’ when put under strain; hence her emphasis that “I need to 

stay away from all this”. In my view, it is quite something to come to understand that 
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developing ‘second skin’ is not the preference; the preference is for employees who are 

‘securely held’ by their organisations, hence no need for the ‘second skin’ in the first place. 

And this does make me to question the ‘gospel of resilience’ as currently being framed, 

whereby the ‘problem’ is seen as ‘located’ in those experiencing racial oppression. 

The discussion that follows will give some examples of functioning from a ‘second skin’ 

formation. But I want to make it clear that these formations do not represent unintegration 

as a passive experience of total helplessness; rather, I insist that they are active formations 

of defensive operation in the service of ‘survival.’  Such is the spirit in which these examples 

of functioning from ‘second skin’ formations are offered: 

8.4.1 Spiritual and cultural values 

The decolonial lens adopted in this study made it possible to appreciate participant’s’ 

spiritual and cultural values, which would otherwise have been rendered invisible within 

Western ideologies. This was especially critical in bearing open a distinct differentiation of 

participants cultural heritage, and that which is a product of internalised colonization. To 

illustrate this, I offer a diary reflection: 

During the early phase of data gathering, I presented interview data for one of the 

participants (Kay), to my supervisors for analysis and metabolising. What I presented to my 

supervisors is that Kay’s interview felt quite different to all the other interviews I had 

completed. I observed that it felt as if this interview has two sections; the first section which 

has the known challenges, sadness, and anger, usually experienced when thinking about 

experiences of racism. But the other part is quite triumphant, spiritual, mythical, powerful- 

something I have not experienced in any of the interviews I have completed so far. 

A lengthy discussion with my supervisors followed. The White supervisor asked me to 

consider whether what I interpreted as “triumphant, spiritual, mythical, powerful” – what I 

interpreted as Kay’s ‘power’ over racism, was on the contrary suggestive of psychic retreat 
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(Steiner, 1993)? The white supervisor was of the view that these psychic retreats provide 

temporary relief. She wondered whether with Kay, taking these psychic retreats regularly, 

also means not having any chance for professional development and upwards move?  

I thought of Kay’s spirituality and considered the possibility of this as a psychic retreat 

(Steiner, 1993) as a defence mechanism. Indeed, Kay’s spiritual stance could be a psychic 

retreat. Or his coping mechanism via spirituality or both. But I argue that holding only the 

binary positions (strength vs defence), only goes to replicate the risk I have found in many of 

the psychoanalytic informed racism studies I have read; the risk of overlooking the fight for 

freedom which the oppressed are also engaged in.  I argue that only holding this binary view 

without a consideration for an alternative view, does not do justice to Black people.  

To my mind, this spirituality could be Kay’s strength, redemption, and recovery; this was my 

initial thoughts and impression when I did the interview with him. I remember feeling awed 

and inspired by him. In fact, an African centred view (see in Glocke, 2011; Smith, 2021; 

Gilbert, 2009) would appreciate the primacy of spirituality in African people, and as a site of 

critical resistance (Smith, 2021). In this study, majority of the participants indicated their 

reliance on their spirituality, to cope with racial oppression. This is not surprising when 

understood from an African ontology, and the fact that African people, in general, are a 

spiritual people (see Glocke,2011). For example, Amal said: 

First, I'm a very spiritual person. Very highly spiritual. I cannot function without recognizing I 
have a higher Maker who is above me. Because if not for him, I wouldn't be where I am right 

now. 

Kay equally expressed the significance of cultural and ancestral heritage, when it comes to 

resisting negative connotations regarding his African identity:  

When you know that source, you would know where this is coming from. You will know the 
forefathers that has owned that skin. You will know those who you cannot trace, but who 

are part of your history. That's make you feel like you didn’t drop from heaven from the sky. 
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You were brought to this world by generation that has been existing for millions of years, 
you're representing them. Lot of spiritual connotations to that, lot of religious interpretations 

to that, lots of cultural values. 

8.4.2 Increase in professional experience 

Participants indicated that increase in professional experience serves as a ‘protective factor’ 

and as a ‘resistance’ tool. For example, Lina spoke about how with increased professional 

confidence, she can now ‘challenge’ unfair treatment: 

When you are newly qualified, you don't wanna ruffle feathers… but now I know I do my job 
well. And you can complain until the cows come home, but I'm practicing in a very legal way, 

I am not ruffled by it.  I know I have done the right thing, so there'll be making noise. Does 
that noise bother me? No! Cause I've got my headphones on. My noise cancellation 

headphones on, which are called experience! 

Likewise, Ivy observed how an increase in professional experience provides Black workers 

confidence ‘to move on’ if environment is not favourable: 

When you're qualified and now you've got quite a lot of experience. You feel that ability to 
move on if you don't like where you are.  

8.4.3 Support from other Black peers 

For most participants, discussing racial experiences with other Black colleagues provides 

strong coping mechanisms and a source for validation. Ivy said: 

In the workplaces I've worked, I've always found myself, maybe with people who look like 
me, who would understand the experience. So, whenever I've confided these feelings with 

someone, it's been with another Black African person, maybe not Black African, but another 
Black person, where we would just always talk and they'll say, oh, this is going on or why or, 

you know, we'll just confide in each other. 

 

8.5 Conclusion and implication  

Discussion in this chapter have demonstrated that experiences and responses of racial 

oppression is never a straightforward matter. This is especially important in this study, 

owing to its decolonial stance and its commitment to frame participants’ narratives as 
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instances of simultaneous racial oppression and refusal. In chapter six, I introduced the view 

on ‘complex personhood’ (Gordon, 2008) to capture the complex and oftentimes 

contradictory humanity and subjectivity. This demonstrated the complexity experienced by 

these participants, as they navigate existing in two worlds and the resultant tensions 

between how they have come to see themselves as influenced by the dominant culture, 

compared against their true sense of self and how these are hard to distinguish 

(Smith,2022).  What is revealed is the complexities of these subject positions, the ways they 

shift, and the ways they interact and redefine, as they refuse colonialism (Wright,2018). Du 

Bois (1903) theory of the double consciousness, sheds light on this. Du Bois outlines the 

struggles Black people face, in holding ‘two souls’ or ‘two worlds,’ to denote the pressures 

of responding to the double mastery of reconciling the two worlds- that of holding to their 

cultures and heritage and the need to belong to the white world. This ‘double 

consciousness’ is evident in several ways in participants narratives.  But staying close to my 

decolonial commitment helped me to ‘see and hear’ various ways participants remained 

connected to their ancestral homeland.  I borrowed from Robert and Armstrong (2005) 

concept of the ‘organisation in the mind’, to ‘coin’ the concept of “ancestral homeland- in 

the mind” of the participants. This is to consider how these participants ‘experience’ the 

workplace from a non-Eurocentric point of view. From this, I was able to discern how 

cultural aspects such as ‘respect’ from African perspective, as well as ‘separation of work 

and private life’ as informed by their African upbringing, influences their work life.  

For example, participants indicated that the cultural element in relation to how they 

perceive ‘respect,’ plays a significant role in their interactions within the organisation and 

their professional practice. Tia said: 
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The cultural bit does play a whole lot of roles in the way we interact; in the way we seek 
what is rightfully ours. In the way we request for our own position 

For Ivy, she expressed ‘pride’ in her cultural upbringing and the influence of this to her view 

on authority. Lina echoed this, and how this influences her interaction, for example with her 

managers at work: 

So, this was ingrained in us since we are growing up when in high school, primary school, you 
don't answer to someone that is in place of authority more than you, someone who is 

supervising you and stuff like that. So, it's very hard for us to come out of that because those 
are some of the kinds of way of life that we were taught. 

And we brought up not to let’s face it, most people that are managers to us are elderly than 
us. We were brought up to respect our elders. You know. We're not brought up to challenge 
our elders. So, in as much as we are in this country for a long time, we still got that root of 

saying, you’ll respect your elders.  

Surfacing how participants in this study ‘experience’ the workplace from a non-Eurocentric 

point of view, is helpful as it captures how their cultural upbringing bears forth in their work 

life. In so doing, the complexity of holding ‘double consciousness’ (Du Bois, 1903), regarding 

holding to their African values, while at the same time meeting the demand placed upon 

them by the professional practice, is surfaced. Thus, to adopt a purely Eurocentric view 

when considering some of these issues, is a disservice to people of African cultural 

backgrounds. In fact, when some of these issues are surfaced, it becomes all too clear why 

ethnic minority workers, struggles with organisations’ talk about inclusion. As King (2023) 

opined, as organisations increasingly ask employees to “bring your whole self to work”, the 

costs of obliging that seemingly progressive request, are inequitable to Black people. The 

concluding chapter which follows expands on this. In the process, the inadequacies of equal 

opportunity policies in the organisation will be exposed.  
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Chapter 9: Attending to the ‘phantasmagoria’ of equal opportunities policies in 

organisations. 

9.1 Introduction  

Having ‘surfaced’ the racial violence in the setting as done in the previous chapter, the focus 

on the theme reported in this chapter, turns the ‘gaze’ on organisations. This is to honour 

what Dar and Ibrahim (2019) advocated, in their assertion that organisations need to stand 

in their own naked apparition of shame, stripped from its fantasies and phantasmagoria of 

equality. Studies on this have brought forward the counter intuitive idea that covert 

discrimination can be even more likely to occur, when successfully installed equal 

opportunity policies are made salient (see for example in Lennartz, 2019).  

The focus in this chapter considers what participants in this study have found in the 

organisational policies, culture, and practices that either enhances or negates their 

experience of racial microaggressions. Discussion in this chapter delineates the inadequacy 

of equal opportunity policies to bring about fairness and calls for vertical change as opposed 

to a horizontal change, in the argument that it is the top structure of the organisation that 

can result in real power and change against racist policies.  

9.1.1 The extent to which the organisational environment is shaped by white dominant 

culture. 

On the questions regarding the policies and politics of ‘diversity’ in the organisation, 

participants in this study acknowledged that over the years, their current employing 

organisation has strived for a ‘diverse workforce,’. They cited an increase in Black and ethnic 

minority workers employed in the organisation. An increase in Black frontline managers has 

also been reported. But whilst this has been seen as a positive and welcomed by 
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participants, they however questioned the extent to which this is indicative of an 

organisation committed to racial justice and parity for all. Mirroring this, Shain (2020) 

questioned the policies and politics of diversity within institutions, arguing that this often 

prioritises targets of insertion, inclusion, and representation, over a genuine engagement 

with the structures of oppression.  

I concur with Shain because as narrative from participants indicates, an increase for 

example in Black managers, has not ‘removed’ racially induced challenges faced by Black 

African social workers in this study. I argue that the expectation that racially matched dyad 

(for example Black worker with a Black manager/ supervisor) will work simply because they 

are racially matched, is a fallacy. Speaking further on this, in chapter eight, I pointed to the 

widely reported Black-on-Black discrimination widely reported in this study and emphasised 

the need to see this as stemming from colonial structures.  Fanon discerned this in his 

discussion of the bourgeoisie (Wretched of the Earth,1967;34). Echoing Fanons’ view on the 

bourgeoise, Maree Stanley (2020) makes a relevant observation:  

“An illusion of inclusion into White society is offered to nonwhite people by denying that 
being “White” shapes anything at all. Members of nonwhite communities are then forced 
into the position of monitoring and controlling members of their own group under the 
auspices of respectability by enforcing the ideology that if one behaves correctly in terms of 
class, gender, and sexuality, then one will be treated as an equal” (pg. 213).  

In a similar fashion, participants in this study echoed similar sentiments. For instance, 

participant like Amal reported “complicated” relationship between Black managers and 

Black staff, hence expressing preference for having a white manager ‘in her corner,’ for 

when things go wrong: 

When it comes to maybe if you have a good white manager, I will have more trust in them. 
Because for sure you know they would, the way they would communicate with above, they 
literally are confident enough. You know, whereby the one who is a Black one, he's trying to 
prove himself as well, and then that trust wouldn’t be there 100%. Somehow, because white 
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managers they're not fighting for anything themselves, they are there in the job. With a 
Black man or Black woman, they'll be in the same position; I need to prove that myself have 

done this. Umm, but with the white one, I think they are much more confident on taking 
things forward. In terms of, if anything was to go wrong, I would rather have a white 

manager, because they've got nothing against themselves. They've got nothing to prove. 

But for other participants, their narratives indicate their belief that race carries a ‘tethering’ 

effect when it comes to career options and progression. On this subject, Tinarwo (2017) 

highlighted racism perpetuated by institutional policies, that have remained unchallenged 

for years but have continuously served to undermine foreign qualifications and devalue 

work experience of those recruited from the Global South. Such has been the experiences of 

Black African social workers in this study:  

For example, Lina vividly evoked how race serves as a tethering mechanism. This refutes 

what the ideology of meritocracy (see Konrad, 2021) would have us believe, regarding 

upward mobility being based on merit. Part of this thesis title is derived from what Lina said 

about ‘going to the deep end when you can’t swim.’ For her, despite attaining social worker 

qualification, she said her skin colour still ‘confines’ her within a certain specialism – in this 

case adult social worker. The fact that these ‘mechanisms’ are ‘unseen’ or as Lina calls them 

“the unwritten rules,” is what this discussion is concerned about. Most importantly, the 

discussion questions the effectiveness of equal opportunity policies in organisations. On 

this, Lina questions how some of the white people get to senior positions despite the 

apparent lack of skills. She gave an example of a white senior manager in the organisation. 

She said: 

This man will be waffling and mumbling and everything and you look at his position and you 
just wonder; how did you get where you are? Another example is a senior nurse who asked 

me something, it was a terminology for nursing, something that a student nurse would 
know, then I was like, oh my God, my mind was like how did you, and they were a band 7! 
…and I reminded myself, they have the right colour! Because there's no way a Black person 

who doesn't know that simple terminology will get to Band 7! How would you get that? 
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But her narrative also powerfully digs deep into why not so many Black people are in senior 

positions. She suggested that whilst the preference for white people exists when it comes to 

career progression, lack of confidence eroded by racism on the part of Black people, plays a 

part in this. Lina attributed this to the need in Black people to ‘minimise visibility’ to keep 

safe, and how this limits self-expression:  

You see the example I have given, xx and xx you know, they will have that confidence, that 
you’d think they've got a bag of knowledge but when you get to talk to them, you then 

realize, Oh my God. There is nothing there. It's a shame. But we must work twice as hard. 
We must showcase our knowledge. We must earn the position. And in as much as you’d say 

Ohh it's fair and everything. Not fair. It's not really fair. We are taught to sort of. Keep it 
inside. We're not want to show how we feel. We're told to get on with life, you know. So, 
sometimes. It's hard for us to showcase this, oh I feel this, I feel that we’re told to brush it 

off. 

But for some other participants, their concern was focused on the makeup of the higher 

management structures in the organisation. For example, in Amal’s case, she narrated an 

incident whereby she was being racially discriminated by her white manager, to an extent 

that a white colleague took it upon themselves to escalate this to the department’s senior 

management. However, Amal said that whilst the complaint was ‘somewhat’ responded to, 

this was not done satisfactorily as no action was taken against the manager. Amal said: 

It could have been dealt in different way. But they dealt in their own way to show it has been 
responded. They kind of brushed it under the carpet. You just do 1 bit to say, oh, we've dealt 

with it. Let's brush it under the carpet.  

Well, It's a long way. The person to whom you’re complaining. It's one of this organization 
where people have been. You know the high… The team above, they've been there for years 

and years. Some kind of friendship. Uh, will find the head and the deputies here they all 
became friends. They might follow things on a piece of paper, but something down the line, 

it’s not being followed 100%. They covered it up and yeah, so yeah, it's a long way to go. 

Tia too implicated the top management structures of the organisation:  

So, it is vital for us to bear in mind of the impact of how the top board affects the bottom. 
We've got quite good, very much talented social workers that are like quite capable that 

needs that grassroots support to grow and blossom. You see people get comfortable where 
they are because they are afraid to lose what they already have. Meanwhile, there are 
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opportunities out there. But it's looking like a side-line for a particular person. When a 
certain group is not applying for that position, why are they not questioning it?  

So, the changes we're looking has to come from the top, and not just putting in writing and 
sending emails and putting them, Ohh. We are Black aware, we do this, zero tolerance to 
racism. How is that implemented? When we do face it, how is that being treated? How is 
that being addressed? How are the people being supported? do they feel like, OK, I can 

comfortably say this has happened at work? Or is this something we'll still have to include to 
our mental health by adding it on and not doing anything about it?  

Conclusion and implications  

The discussion has pointed to the fact that organizational policies aimed at reducing 

disparities for ethnic minorities do not necessarily work. Rather, what is being alluded to is 

what King (2023) discussed, regarding many of the ideologies (e.g., meritocracy) and 

seemingly neutral standards (e.g., professionalism), and how these reflect and reproduce 

racial dominance. What has been evidenced in the discussion is the extent to which the 

organisational environment, is shaped by white dominant culture, emphasized, and 

reflected in the interpersonal interactions reported by participants. It is evident that 

participants in this study do not trust the broader professional/ organisational structures to 

support them. These findings are consistent with other studies (see for example Weinberg 

and Fine, 2022; Hollingsworth et al. 2018; Davis, 2022).  

In the last chapter that follows, I will offer suggestions towards addressing some of these 

concerns.  
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Chapter 10: Concluding thoughts and recommendations. 

This study sought to bring understanding of experiences of racial microaggressions on first 

generation Black African social workers in Britain. This is with a view to bring understanding 

to the distinctiveness of racial microaggressions as experienced by this specific racial group. 

This is premised on the suggestion that there is an inherent complexity in experiences of 

racial microaggressions on Black African social workers who are first generation immigrants 

to Britain, arising from not only the specificity of their racial socialisation in African settings 

in the context of colonial legacy, but also from the experiences of racialisation post 

migration. Underpinned by a critical realist ontology, the study deployed a decolonial 

epistemology, to guard against the colonising tendencies in research, particularly when 

research is in the context of individuals who have been casted in the role of the 

marginalized ‘Other’ (Cortez, 2013).  Given what is known concerning the significant 

influence of racial socialisation on experiences of racism (Jernigan & Daniel, 2011), the study 

sought to understand the conditions under which participants’ racial socialisation occurred 

in their native African settings.  

This study has found that the knowledge production systems informing the racialisation 

process of the African child in African settings, continues to be a site through which colonial 

indoctrination persists. Consequently, internalised racism is embedded in the African child 

at an early age through racialisation processes. Because of this, the opulence of white 

people in African setting is seen as a ‘natural’ condition of being white. As shown in this 

study, this means that racial oppression in the African setting is not grasped or named as 

such. The significance of racial socialisation on experiences of racial microaggressions, is 

based on what this study has found, that participants’ early racial socialisation is a context 
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they often’ revert’ to, when navigating racialised settings in their present. Thus, I offer that 

when considering experiences of racial microaggressions (or any racism) on first generation 

immigrants to Britain who are Black Africans, it is important to consider their specific racial 

socialisation context and the linked internalised racism, and the role this plays in shaping 

how they experience and respond to racial oppression.   

One could argue that the internalisation of racism during the socialisation stage is not 

isolated to only in African settings, given that Black African children (or any Black child for 

that matter) born and socialised in a Western setting could also be prone to this.  Whilst this 

is true, the key difference with participants in this study, lies in the fact that their racial 

socialisation occurred in a Black homogeneous African setting; as has been discussed in this 

study, race is not as salient in African settings as it is in western context (Nilinjana & Zhang, 

2017). The significant contribution made by this study, is its unfolding of the process of 

coming alive to racialisation, for those who migrate from African setting as adults to a 

majority Western white setting. As this study has pointed out, participants in this study did 

not know themselves to be ‘Black’ prior to migrating to Britain.  For them, the complexity 

was when they came to the realisation that their Black body embodies different meanings 

that their ‘race’ carries in Britain, in comparison to where they are coming from in Africa.  I 

thus suggest that when it comes to attending to racism on first generation Black African 

social workers, it is important to bear in mind that when it comes to their social identity, this 

consists not only of the identities they assert for themselves, but also the identity that has 

been assigned to them by others. What this study has articulated is the racism summoned 

when the racialised categories of ‘immigrant’, ‘Black’ and ‘African’ are summoned. As such, 

this study has troubled the notion that a homogenous Blackness exists in all groups 

racialised as Black. On the contrary, what this study has demonstrated is the complexity 
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involved, and the need to bear in mind that when it comes to Black African social workers 

and experiences of racism, having an African-born status carries even greater disadvantage. 

An emphasis throughout this study has been to resist framing Africanness from the 

normative white/black binary. This study has made efforts to resist the hegemonic tendency 

to frame Africanness through processes of inferiorisation. In attunement with this, this 

study worked with Blackness as an imposed identity that inferiorises dark bodies as 

subhuman (Fanon,1952), but also Blackness as a site of liberation, connecting, and healing 

for people of African descent and ascendant (Nimo, Abdi & Yousuf, 2022).  The latter has 

been a central focus in this study, in the assertion that theorisation of experiences of racial 

microaggressions on Black African social workers, needs also to resist reinforcing the 

hegemonic belief in Black African’s inferiority and inability to assert agency.  An intention in 

this study has been to align with the potential in decolonial researchers to be 

“transformative ‘healers’ who use research to improve the lives of the marginalised” 

(Barnes, 2018:383). This is reflected in the research design of this study; for instance, the 

design of the focus group was specifically to facilitate a space for mutual personal growth 

and transformation. Consequently, chapter eight of this study articulates various means 

through which participants assert their agency and sovereignty as Africans. Therefore, 

drawing learning from this study, I assert that any intervention or work targeted towards 

addressing racism on Black African social workers (or any Black Africans), needs to have 

‘transformation’ and ‘resistance’ as a core focus. In the discussion below, I offer suggestions 

on how this can be realised:  

 

 



150 
 

Resistance and transformation 

For this study, a core focus was not only to study the experiences of racial microaggressions 

on the target group, but it was also to model a way out to disentangle oneself from the 

ideologies that fuel this. Said simply, I suggest that the purpose of exposing and 

understanding racial oppression is to change it. I therefore assert that working towards 

transformation and resistance is a crucial role in any racism related practice or intervention. 

To describe what this looks like as learnt from this study, I will use the work of Lugones 

(2010) on colonised gender.  Lugones talks of “being at the fractured locus of the colonial 

difference “(pg. 748).  Lugones powerfully captures the process and impact of colonization, 

but rather than viewing this as succeeding to totally reduce the colonized to less than 

human primitives, she discusses the oppressing ←→resisting process, whereby the colonial 

control is continually resisted (pg.748).  Considering the learning from this study, I suggest 

that if one is to inhabit the location conceived by Lugones as “being at the fractured locus of 

the colonial difference”, epistemology is a helpful strategy through which this kind of 

transformative and resistance work can be achieved.  

In concert with this, a central concern in this study has been to attend to colonisation of 

knowledge production, with a view to troubling research proclivity which tends to privilege 

white Western epistemologies at the expense of non-Western epistemologies. In resistance 

to this, this study took up decolonial epistemology as a useful conceptual tool to facilitate a 

different way of thinking. As a result, this counteracted the normative positions which tends 

to reinforce a white/black dependency dynamic (Hunter, 2005).  For the African subjects 

involved, this study retained consciousness that “the white Western perspectives do not 

reflect values and knowledge systems in other contexts such as the African Obuntu/Ubuntu” 
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(Tusasiirwe, 2023: pg.1). In so doing, the interests and voices of the African subjects 

involved in this study has been centred, as has their agency.  For example, this study has 

demonstrated that spirituality and African cultural values are some of the means through 

which African subjects resist and assert their diverse sovereignties and life worlds. What this 

study has crystalised is that if social work research and practice is to benefit various diverse 

cultural groups with whom work is undertaken, then it “should be driven by indigenous 

worldviews, cultural values and a language that is relevant to the indigenous group with 

whom work is undertaken” (Marovah & Mutanga, 2023:1). On this front, this study has 

articulated how decolonial thought can be utilised to counteract traditional social work 

pedagogy, which tends to assess challenges faced by marginalised people through a deficit 

lens (Johnson,2022).  

What this study has demonstrated is that efforts to decolonise social work practice is not 

only ideal, but it is crucial, if at all culturally relevant social work with African families and 

communities is to be optimised.  Specifically in relation to Black African social workers and 

their experiences of racial microaggressions or any other forms of racism, this study has 

accentuated that in valuing other ways of knowing outside the Eurocentric thought, this will 

help to counteract the anti-racist perspective in social work, which as Graham (2000) noted 

“reflects a European project that fails to understand, recognise, or respond to Black 

autonomy” (pg. 424). This is crucial for the profession of social work, if the views of Black 

African social workers involved in this study on social work as an anti-racist profession is 

anything to go by:  

This study has found that participants were attracted to the profession of social work, 

hugely due to the profession’s stated values anchored in social justice and anti-oppressive 



152 
 

practice.  But what they found upon entering the profession, is like what Murcia and 

Eduardo (2019) described as ‘home as a tension between here/ there/ nowhere’. Such has 

been the experiences of the Black African social workers involved in this study, both in their 

professional identity, and as employees. Thus, they hold strong rejection of social work as 

an anti-racist profession. This study also considered what these Black African social workers 

have found in the organisational policies, culture, and practices that either enhances or 

negates their experience of racial microaggressions. This study has found that Black African 

social workers do not trust the broader professional/ organisational structures to support 

them when they experience racial microaggressions.  Rather, this study has revealed the 

crucial role played by frontline managers and how they are failing Black social workers. One 

area this study has specifically identified for targeted work is with white frontline managers. 

I therefore make recommendation for a tailored response targeting white front line 

managers, focusing on the issues identified in this study. I hope to expand knowledge in this 

area through future research.   

The study has evidenced the extent to which the organisational environment is shaped by 

white dominant culture, emphasized, and reflected in the interpersonal interactions 

reported by participants in this study. Furthering this, a significant concern identified in this 

study is on the emotional responses, when Black African social workers face racism in the 

line of their work. As observed by Smith and Mak (2023), when talking about race and 

racism, the affective experiences often highlighted are usually of white peers and 

colleagues, with a specific emphasis on the overall discomfort the subject matter evokes. 

Smith and Mak highlight that an important area to note is that the conversation around 

attending to the affective experience and the resistance to doing so, is usually directly 

toward understanding the emotions of white peers in this regard. This is what was found in 
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this study. Chapter eight of this study discussed amputation of Black African social workers’ 

‘affects’, when racist incidents occur at work. But in addition to this, the study has found 

that not only is affective experiences of Black African social workers not attended to in racist 

incidents, but also that those experiencing racism also collude with white people in 

sustaining racism. One way this study has found through which this collusion takes place, is 

through silence: 

Silence 

This study has demonstrated how silence functions to maintain race-related dynamics and 

unjust power structures. Silence has been found to be a persistent feature throughout the 

study, starting from findings reported in chapter 6. As has been shown in this study, 

experiences of racism are often met with silence, from both the perpetrators of racism and 

those experiencing it. I find Morgan (2021) analysis of how colorblindness works to sustain 

racism in Western settings, helpful in explaining why silence is a powerful mechanism for 

sustaining racial oppression. Morgan discusses how disavowal functions to maintain the 

privilege of whiteness, explaining that disavowal for the white liberal splits the investment 

in white privilege together with its racist underpinning on one side, and the need to 

maintain a sense of oneself as good on the other (pg.418).  For Morgan, because of the 

numbing effect of colour-blindness, a void is created between the two- a silent gap- which 

lacks the capacity for mourning or symbolisation (pg. 418).  

This silent gap and the fact that it disables capacity for mourning or symbolisation, is what I 

want to focus on. To give this meaning, I deploy Audre Lorde’s writings on silence (Lorde, 

1984). In the chapter titled ‘The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action’ (pg. 

29), Lorde provides a framework for the transformation of silence into language and action, 
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through her modelling of how self-revelation albeit fraught with danger, can be used to 

“war against the tyrannies of silence” (pg.30). Lorde asserts that “your silence will not 

protect you” (pg.30) and demonstrates the power of ‘community’ to break the silence that 

has immobilised Black women. The power of community is echoed by Lugones (2010) who 

asserts that communities rather than individuals enable the colonial resistance. Mirroring 

this, the design of the focus group in this study (see chapter four), which was inspired by the 

Ubuntu African world view, proved to be a very effective space, for shifting our focus 

towards naming and subverting the dynamics of power that allow for the culturally different 

to be deemed as ‘Other’ in the first place (Sakamoto, 2007). This in return facilitated 

personal growth and transformation for the Black African social workers involved in this 

study. The space created for the focus group became a powerful medium through which 

participants voices were heard, thus providing an opportunity for those who had been 

injured by racial microaggressions to discover that they are not alone in their marginality. 

Specifically, the space facilitated the shattering of silence by naming racial microaggressions, 

and this empowered participants as they heard their own stories and the stories of others, 

thus validating their experiences. This was beneficial for participants in this study in 

immunizing them against the constant onslaught of microaggressions. 

In step with this, this study advocates breaking the culture of silence, which this study has 

found to be prevalent in racism related matters.  I therefore recommend that organisations 

support creation for professional spaces where Black African social workers (and other Black 

people) can come together as a form of resistance, and a disruption to what Jemal et al. 

(2023) identifies as the individualistic norms of Western societies steeped in white 

supremacy, patriarchy, and neoliberal values. As noted by Jemal et al., community provides 

the armour when battling colonial violence, allowing transitions from centering oppressive 
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violence and harm to resistance, resilience, and healing. In advocating for counter-spaces to 

be created for Black African social workers, I concur with McCubbin et al. (2023) 

conceptualisation of learning spaces for indigenous peoples. McCubbin et al. describes 

these spaces as “safe” “safer” and “safe from the Host” (pg.304).  McCubbin et al. explains 

that these exist because the Host was neither designed nor built with Indigenous peoples, 

students nor scholars in mind; rather, the Host was (and remains) a place not intended for 

them to engage or belong (pg. 304). 

Additionally, I call for a need to shift racism discussion from focusing on the impact of 

racism on the target group, to turning the gaze on racist people and seeing them for who 

they really are. And when I say a ‘racist person,’ I mean perpetration of all acts of racism, 

whether overt or covert. I call for this to be seen from a Kleinian Object relations point of 

view, because in so doing, a racist act will be seen for what it is: a primitive and omnipotent 

infantile level of functioning, full of paranoid affects born out of schizoid splitting (Lowe, 

2008). This will then serve to expose the lie for what it is:  that there is nothing superior 

about a racist person, rather their behaviour is because of lack of integration of parts into 

whole, hence adopting defensive mechanisms of splitting, projection, and projective 

identification (Lowe, 2008). This was well put by one of the participants in this study (Kay), 

who defined racism as:  

“And when it comes to racism, it’s mal- appropriateness of, formulating value, it’s kind of a 

defect.” 

One category of Black African social workers whom this study identified as critically 

vulnerable, is Black African students and Black African social workers in their first year in 
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employment (ASYE). I therefore recommend that learning institutions and employing 

organisations put in place targeted support for this group. 

Lastly, concerning the term ‘microaggressions’, I echo Huber and Solorzano (2015) who 

argues that the terms ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ should not define acts of racism as subtle or 

blatant. In this study, though microaggressions have been hitherto understood to be subtle 

and covert, instances of open racism have been prevalent in this study. This study thus 

confirms Huber and Solorzano’s (2015) view, that microaggressions are in fact a form of 

‘everyday suffering’ that have become socially and systemically normalized and effectively 

minimized. Therefore, I suggest that in using the term ‘micro’, caution is called for to guard 

against depreciating everyday racism experienced by racialised groups. I suggest future 

research to explore whether the use of this terminology limits the complexities of racism 

and the harm it causes, as has indeed been evidenced in this study.     

Limitation of this study 

This study focused on race, excluding all other social categories. I agree with Weinberg and 

Fine (2022) that this is contestable since it essentializes an individual to one trait when one’s 

other social categories may be of equal significance. Particularly, this study acknowledges 

the omission of gender in its analysis, especially considering the well-known criticism on 

Fanon’s portrayal of women (see for example in Burman, 2018). Nonetheless, whilst it is 

important to recognise the multiple axes of differentiation Black African people holds, and 

that these intersects with racial oppression, I however agree with Masocha (2015) point. 

Masocha argues that although this intersectionality should be explicitly acknowledged, this 

should not result in the watering down of the centrality of race and racism in these negative 

experiences. This has been the basis for focusing solely on race in this study. But that said, I 
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recommend that future research should consider how these other social categories 

intersects with racial oppression.       

Last thoughts: 

In my opinion, the ability to live with the duality of both the two sides of the oppression 

(oppressed and the oppressor) is the real strength of many Black African people. In this 

study, the experiences of Black African social workers in the context of marginality and 

innovation whilst occupying borderland spaces, have been highlighted. Linking this to 

boundary spanners (see in Kesney, 2028) to refer to persons who operate at the periphery 

or boundary of an organisation, I argue that organisations could benefit a lot if they are able 

to leverage this strength inherent in Black African people (or any of those who are racially 

oppressed) yet who for hundred years have continued to exist and flourish. 
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Appendix 1: Participants consent form.  

 

 

 

Consent to Participate in an Experimental Programme Involving the Use of Human Participants 

 

Research main question: 

 

What does conversations with Black social workers tell us about their experiences of racial 

microaggressions, and how can this inform the profession of social work/ and or employing 

organisations? 

 

I have the read the information leaflet relating to the above programme of research in which I have 

been asked to participate and have been given a copy to keep. The nature and purposes of the 

research have been explained to me, and I have had the opportunity to discuss the details and ask 

questions about this information. I understand what it being proposed and the procedures in which I 

will be involved have been explained to me. 

 

I understand that my involvement in this study, and particular data from this research, will remain 

strictly confidential. Only the researchers involved in the study will have access to the data. It has been 

explained to me what will happen once the experimental programme has been completed. 

 

I hereby freely and fully consent to participate in the study which has been fully explained to me. 

Having given this consent I understand that I have the right to withdraw from the programme at any 

time without disadvantage to myself and without being obliged to give any reason. 

 

Participant’s Name (BLOCK CAPITALS) ……………………………………………………………………. 

 

Participant’s Signature ………………………………………………………………………………………. 

 

Investigator’s Name (BLOCK CAPITALS) …………………………………………………………………... 

 

Investigator’s Signature ……………………………………………………………………………………… 

 

Date: …………………………. 

 

 

Appendix 2: Participants information sheet 

 

 

 

 

If you have any queries regarding the conduct of the programme in which you are being asked to 

participate, please contact:  

Paru Jeram, Trust Quality Assurance Officer pjeram@tavi-port.nhs.uk 

 

mailto:pjeram@tavi-port.nhs.uk
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The Researcher 

 Mary Francis 

Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

The purpose of this letter is to provide you with the information that you need to consider in 

deciding whether to participate in this study. 

 

Research question:  

“What does conversations with Black social workers tell us about their experiences of racial 

microaggressions, and how can this inform the profession of social work/ and or employing 

organisations”? 

 

Project Description 

This Doctoral research project is interested in experiences of racial microaggressions on Black 

African social workers, to understand how having this identity may influence one’s perceptions of 

and responses to racial microaggressions. The focus on racial microaggressions is on the basis that in 

many cases, bias and discrimination go unchallenged because the behaviour and words are disguised 

in ways that provide cover for their expression and or the belief that they are harmless and 

insignificant. Using a narrative approach, this project aims to examine these microaggressions, with 

a view to prepare for the most effective ways to combat and handle racial microaggressions when 

they occur. 

 

Participant recruitment method 

Electronic mail list will be used to request research participation from the targeted group. Please 

rest assured that mailing will not be sent out to you until ethical approval has been received from 

the organisation sponsoring this research project. I also want to assure you that email requests for 

research participation will not disclose to participants the individual identities of other recipients. 

This means that all emails sent to you will be entered into the ‘Bcc’ email field, rather than the ‘To’ 

field.  

 

Contribution required as participants.                                                                                                          

Black African social workers employed in a named local authority will be invited to participate in one 

focus group and two individual interviews.  

For the focus group, this will be based on Frank Lowe’s (2014) ‘Thinking Space’ model, the aim being 

to provide participants with a safe space aimed at promoting self-expression for participants. The 

approach adopted for the focus group is with a view to give permission for the unacceptable 

experiences to be voiced, hence bringing the emotional conflict, into the open for thought and 

exploration. 

For the individual interviews, participants will be asked to take part in two interviews, using open-

ended questions. Approach to individual interviews will be based on free association narrative 

interviews method (FANI). I am happy to provide more information on the FANI method. 

 

Explanation of what participants will be asked to do. 

In the context of my proposed research, focus group will be utilised for ‘surfacing’ and working with 

related racial microaggressions materials, and other related issues sitting at the back of ‘front of 

mind’, and which directly consumes our cognitive and emotional energy. It is hoped that by 
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providing safe space for social workers with similar ethnic identity, this will enable conversations 

geared towards examining the exclusionary effect of whiteness, and to subvert it through the 

incorporation of their own indigenous knowledge.  

 

Approach to individual interviews will be based on free association narrative interviews method 

(FANI), as laid down by Holloway and Jefferson (2000).  I will conduct two interviews using open-

ended questions, with a hope to elicit stories from participants regarding their experiences of racial 

microaggression. Following the principles of free association narrative method, participants will be 

asked to say whatever comes to their minds in relation to the subject of discussion.  

 

Description of hazard/risk associated with taking part in the research. 

 

I recognise that by conducting small-scale research in a setting where you as participants may know 

each other, this will add on another layer of complexity. This is because there is a risk that despite all 

efforts towards ensuring the anonymity of you as participants, it may be difficult to eliminate the risk 

that none of you will not be readily identifiable. I fully acknowledge this risk, which is why I am fully 

open and honest about it, to ensure that if you take the decision to take part in the project- and I 

hope you do- this is a decision you have taken being fully aware of some of the risks involved. For 

added reassurance, please remember that participation voluntary, and you have a right to withdraw 

at any time. 

 

I am also aware that by asking you as participants to narrate your experiences of racial 

microaggressions, this will undoubtfully provoke pain and distress, as you relive your past 

experiences of this. However, I hope you feel reassured in the knowledge that based on the 

concepts of the ethics of researching psychosocial subjects (Holloway and Jefferson, 2013), the 

emphasis is not so much on avoidance of harm, but on my responsibility as the researcher for 

creating a safe context, in which issues of honesty, sympathy and respect are central. I am happy to 

discuss this further if required.  

 

Description of any aftercare which might be required. 

 

To support participants, firstly, as a qualified social worker, the training for this and the experience 

gained as practicing practitioner already puts me at a good position to respond to emotionally 

charged situations, as well as being able to stay with participants at the conclusion of an interview so 

as to contain their reactions and recommend further support if needed. Speaking from my 

experience of facilitating reflective safe spaces, I have found that it is always needful to provide 

some time at the end of the session, to ‘check-in’ with everyone. This often involves making myself 

available for a 1:1 chat with anyone who might need to de-brief after the session, or to discuss 

further support that the person might need and how to access this. I will take the same approach to 

current research process. 

 

Confidentiality of the Data 

 

To protect your identity as participants, participants will be pseudo-anonymised in a publication that 

will arise from the research. This means that myself as the researcher, I will endeavour to remove or 

alter details that would identify the participant. However, please be aware that because of the small 
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sample size in current research project, there is a distinct limitation in the level of anonymity that 

participants can be afforded.  

 

To protect the confidentiality of data, research data, codes and all identifying information will be 

kept in separate locked filing cabinets. This will only be stored in the University of Essex OneDrive 

system and no other cloud storage location. Access to computer files will only be available to 

research team by password only. 

 

Once the research programme has been completed, all electronic and hard copy data will undergo 

secure disposal. 

 

Remuneration 

There are no payments being offered to participants to take place in the research project. 

 

Disclaimer 

You are not obliged to take part in this study and are free to withdraw at any time during tests. 

Should you choose to withdraw from the programme you may do so without disadvantage to 

yourself and without any obligation to give a reason. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3: Interview schedule 

 
Introduction and consent  

➢ Participants will be provided with another copy of the Participant Information Sheet and the 
researcher will introduce herself to the participant and the research project aims and purpose 
will be explained.   

➢ Participants will be given a copy of the Consent Form. The researcher will then go through the 
consent form, highlighting all the issues before requesting they sign - if they are happy to 
proceed.  

Preamble  
 
‘I am interested in finding out about your day to day lived experience of racial microaggressions. I 

would particularly like to hear in your own words how being a Black African social worker influences 

your perceptions of and responses to racial microaggressions- You may find that at times the discussion 

feels more like a conversation than an interview’. 

 
1: Making sense of racial microaggressions 
 
Would you like to begin by telling me about your immigration journey and how long you have been 
in this country?  
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(Can you) tell me about when you first experienced racism and how you made sense of that (Prompt 
for details) 
 
Possible Prompts  
Can you tell me how racism has impacted your life? 
 
Racial microaggressions are usually hidden and subtle; Can you tell me of your experiences of this 
kind of hidden racism?  
 
How did you cope? 
 
 
2: understanding organisational responses to racial microaggressions 
(Can you tell me) your experiences of racial microaggression as a Black African social worker working 
for Hertfordshire County Council? What was your response? Did you notify anyone of this? Did you 
feel supported? 
 
Possible Prompts  
What have been your experiences as a Black Social Worker working in an affluent local authority 
whose citizens are mostly White British? 
 
When the word ‘White privilege’ is mentioned, what comes to your mind?    
 
What can ethnic minority social workers do to decentre and decolonise the organisations and 
systems in which they are located? 
 
 
Ending -Conclusion - We have talked quite a lot about your experiences of racial microaggressions… 

• Additional information: Is there anything else you would like to say or add? 

• Omissions: Is there anything else that I did not ask which you expected me to raise? 

• Reflection on interview process: Would you like to comment on how this interview process has 

been for you? 

• Confirmation of Consent: Is there anything you have told me in this interview that you do not 

want me to use in the analysis? 

Second interview: Are you still happy to take part in a second interview to expand on some of the 

things we have been talking about today? 

‘Thank you for taking part in this research. All of the information you have shared will be treated 
with respect and will be remain confidential as explained in the information sheet’. 
 

 

Appendix 4:  microaggressions at a ‘glance’ 
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Table 1 and 2 shows this study’s findings of microaggressions based on the racial 

microaggression taxonomy developed by Sue and colleagues (2007) 

 

Table 1 

Taxonomy of racial 

microaggressions (Sue 

et al., 2007) 

 

                     

  

 Examples Number of 

participants  

Number 

of 

references 

made 

Microassults Tia: 

I've equally had an encounter with an elderly 

person that I went to visit in the midst of crisis who 

told me not to sit. And gave me straight up blunt. 

People like you cannot sit on my chair. 

7 21 

Microinsult Ivy: 

All of a sudden when you come here, people start 

pinpointing things how your hair looks different, 

how you've got an accent and they start imposing 

their own views about how you might have grown 

up, you know, maybe living with the animals, 

Because of what they believed Africa to be. 

 

6 24 

Microinvalidation Amanda: 

You realize in a workplace you are all treated 

differently; Black people, I have seen my 

colleagues, how they've been treated. Some of 

them you are in a team. You come in, no one want 

to talk to you. You look around the black member 

of staff who's new, another one comes in and you'll 

find the attitude is pretty much the same; but when 

a new white person comes in, even the 

management, I’ve noticed they become much 

more, how would I put it? A White member of staff, 

a white British comes in, the team is like all the 

arms are open, you get a very, very good welcome. 

A black member of staff comes in. You don't get the 

same welcome. You find is that there’s a job here 

for you to do, but the welcome is not there, the 

support is different. 

7 26 
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Table 2;  categories of microaggressions with distinct themes, based on the categories developed by 

Sue and Colleagues (2007) 

Name Description Files References 

Categories of 

microaggressions with 

distinct themes (Sue and 

Colleagues, 2007) 

Examples Number of 

participants 

Number of 

references 

made on 

each 

theme 

Alien in one's land Amanda: 

In her learning agreement, she wrote there that 

we are different. That's age. Nationality. I was 

not born here. What she meant by nationality is I 

was born in xx. She is born here. So, she's from 

here. But meanwhile, I gave her a British passport 

to photocopy during my interview, so she sees 

herself as a white person, indirectly. 

6 7 

Ascription of 

intelligence 

Ivy: 

We know this that when you've got an accent. 

Already they think differently of you. Whether 

they think they're not intelligent or not because 

you know, I mean, when you compare maybe in 

African accent and somebody who's speaking in a 

more British way, maybe already you can make a 

judgement about someone just based on that. 

6 13 

Colour blindness Amal: 

You could see people with dyslexia and all of 

that, they know the whole system is there for 

them. Then when you are foreigner and learning 

a new language, you are just thinking who is 

going to help him with that? It's your own 

struggle. You've got to deal with it. That's one of 

noticed. 

3 8 

Criminal assumption Kawa: 

You, the black man, you walk into a shop. When 

they will think that you're there to steal. Even 

where you have Black people as security men 

working in the store. They see their fellow black 

person… 

3 5 

Denial of individual 

racism 

 0 0 
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Name Description Files References 

Environmental 

invalidation 

Kay: 

Equal opportunity in work is, I don't still feel 

might not have enough to say on that. Well, I 

don't see that equal opportunity is being 

promoted in this organization as I would expect it 

to be promoted. I remember when I first came in 

into social work, when we were being addressed, 

I don't know who addressed us, but we were told 

in class that ohh you from black minority. The 

BAME, there are certain position you cannot get 

into. It was said openly. I think we're trying to 

move the bar upwards to give more opportunity 

to black minority, but.  Sadly, there's still limits to 

where you can get to. That in itself is 

demoralizing. 

5 16 

Myth of meritocracy Tia: 

Like I said in my other interview, unfortunately 

for us, being ethnic minorities, no matter how 

beautiful you paint it, you have to work twice, 

even three times more than the average white 

person. The fact that it is still not being 

recognized and being dealt with, is the issue 

here. Because we still see ourselves like we have 

to please, please, please.  I don't know where it's 

coming from, maybe the historical, this thing of 

slavery and all that. Maybe it might have, but it 

shouldn’t be it. 

6 23 

Pathologising culture 

and communication 

style 

Amal: 

You be sitting in a group of British who are 

making jokes and some things you think this is no 

joke or they realize, you know, not getting it. And 

if you're not getting it, they find you. It's like, you 

know, stupid or something and which they don't 

realize. Cultural. 

 

4 11 

Second-class citizen Kay: 

So, when I got to the van, I was freeze almost. I 

was very close to freezing to death. So, when we 

got to the van, it was only when white lady that 

said. Is freezing. Let him have something on 

because I was not even having any. Only just one 

short T shirt. So, when we got to the deportation 

camp. It was tough. So, all these things started 

coming. All this bullying and harassment, you 

7 24 
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Name Description Files References 

know, being black. Why did you come here? 

What do want here?  So, this is when I started 

having that heat. The realisation that I could be 

anywhere in this world, that my skin could put 

me into problem. That I would not be seen as 

human being. 

 

 

Appendix 5; an example of questions posed onto Ivy’s data based on research questions.  

1. What does data tell me about participants racial socialisation? 

Socialised with huge white presence in xxx 

socialised to know that white people are privileged. 

-spaces of affluence filled with white people and black people made to feel out of place 

when they venture in those spaces in their own country 

 

racism being recognised only when its direct? or is it perhaps confusion with racism 

definition? Are people defining racism the same way? What is considered racism?   

-I never really. felt racism against me because I was a majority. 

-I still feel that I haven't experienced racism in xxx because there was nothing directly that 

ever happened to me by a white person  

 

longevity of racism in the African context is due to structures laid in past generations and 

these continues to find means to be sustained- what is it that sustains these structures? 

-when you look at the history of a lot of African countries, there are some structures in 

place, in terms of them colonizing and having access to land and wealth of the country. So 

Maybe I could say that there was a disadvantage in some way to being a black person. 

considered racism to be in her parent’s time when it was direct. 

-structures which existed in her parents’ time continue to be in place to maintain the racism 

laid ; But I do reflect and see that there is probably some structures in place that 

disadvantaged black people  

 

The unspoken, invisible gate keepers/ segregation between white and black people due to 

colonial structures that ensures white privilege means that racism exist in the structures yet 

not understood or recognised by those affected. 

-it's quite difficult because those places, it wasn't exactly like there was a sign saying black 

people can't go. It was almost unspoken that if you did go, people would look at you like 

(indicated with body language surprise/ uncomfortable/ disgust) You know, so that's sort of 

thing. So it was unspoken so. To be honest, I think we just never bothered to go there. 

- I never noticed a difference. Maybe it's because it was only one kid in the class. I can’t 

remember observing any preferential treatment, but I do know that there's always that. I do 

know that there's always that way, way people behave in Africa towards white people like 

you know. 

 

Socialised to notice class difference between herself and white people. 
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knowledge of racism that was ‘back of head, ‘heard’ from conversation from parents- not 

active knowledge, and not knowledge passed on intentionally to achieve something). 

 

Racial socialisation as knowledge, as opposed to having an awareness of it. 

 

Awareness of racism not activated until in UK setting. 

 

normalisation’ of racism in Africa 

-Racism in African context was not ‘named’ as such, rather it was more like common-sense 

knowledge, the doxology and therefore existed as ‘norm’ without being called out for what 

it was 

 

2. Where is the evidence from data to indicate internalised racism? 

 

Internalised feelings of embarrassment on people’s perception of what Africa is like 

unbalanced media coverage of Africa in western settings and link to feeling embarrassed of 

where she is from 

 

identity change due to these new internalised feelings of difference. 

-her identity changed from being a happy kid enjoying school, to being a black African child- 

so all of a sudden, she is burdened with thoughts that were never present when in xxx, she is 

no longer the carefree kid enjoying school, she now has the added burden of carrying what 

others are projecting to her based on their assumption of what her life was in Africa 

 

covering to avoid the gaze from white people/ giving up the natural for the artificial to fit in 

the crowd, reduce the high visibility, reduce the difference. 

- the need to think too much about hair 

- change of attitude towards my hair because I’m in white environment (keeping hair in a 

certain way to suit white environment rather than out of personal choice). 

 

negative racial public regard – extent to which individual feels that others view African 

positively or negatively. 

- placement was only a short one in the 30 days, and my practice teacher was white, British 

female. You always felt that powerlessness that if she doesn't like me because I'm black, you 

know, African. Maybe because I've got an accent you'd always feel like if she doesn't like me, 

then she could fail me. 

 

 

3. What does data tell me about experiences of racial microaggressions for participants who 

may not have experienced this in their home country and are experiencing this for the first 

time in a new setting? 

 

acute awareness of being different due to being the only black person- standing out in a 

room, high visibility 

- grew up with a huge presence of white people in xxx, yet her difference was not visible to 

her until she went from being in a school filled with black children to in a class where I'm the 

only black person 
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Accents become discernible in this setting didn’t know herself to have accent while in xxx 

- when in xxx I didn’t think I've got an accent but all of a sudden when you come here, 

people start pinpointing things how your hair looks different, how you've got an accent and 

they start imposing their own views about how you might have grown up 

 

projection by people based on negative image of Africa. 

 

- feeling different due to other people’s imposition on you 

- awareness of difference because of what others projected towards me by other people 

Because of what they believed Africa to be  

 

being in majority white environment makes you to start thinking and feeling… 

-The end to the carefree kid enjoying school for Ivy ended when she got to UK. She was no 

longer a kid in school, she is this black African child.  

 

Racism even in UK setting not felt due to being surrounded with other African people. 

-the location and setting determined the extent to which awareness of racism will be 

experienced  

- I feel like when we first moved to xxx that we were living, there wasn't many black people 

until a few years later. So, most of the times it might work place at my school, I would be the 

only black person, so I was just aware of it, just with the fact that I'm minority. in my 

workplaces and maybe at some point I went into support work, and I was working with other 

African people, so I never felt. Like all this racism here because I was working with people 

who are different as well, people who look like me. So, it dependent on the setting. 

 

the higher the stakes and when competition is at the same level with white people, the 

more pronounced the racism. 

-Started seeing racism at university setting, even though the class was diverse; so, it was not 

an issue of being the minority as blacks in that setting, it’s something else. Maybe earlier on 

at job setting, this was care job, and people are saying that there are jobs black people are 

likely to be found, probably those which white people don’t want to hold- so now, you go to 

university, high education, and the stakes are different here- I think the law of the jungle 

kicks in, the competition for scarce resources kicks in- so when both blacks and white people 

are now in the same fields competing for these resources or life opportunities, that’s when 

racism becomes more pronounced  

 

The fatigue due constant need for internal dialogues to assess whether situations are racial 

or not. 

 

 

4. What does data tell me about recognition of racial microaggressions? 

 

lack of recognition of racial microaggression because it’s hidden behind people’s curiosity 

-But that being said I had a good experience at school. I was never bullied. I never went 

through all of those things. So people did have curiosity. They asked me questions but. I feel 

like that I had good experience it at the school, we are never bullied (what does an incident 

have to be for it to be recognised as racial microaggression?)- 
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Racism recognised when it is overt/outright incident. 

 

the challenge of whether to classify an incident as racism or curiosity or ignorance (is it 

racism or curiosity or ignorance?) 

 

the proof is in the feelings. 

manifestation of racial microaggression as a feeling that lets you know that something is not 

right; but can’t quite my finger on it 

 

observing difference in interactions/relationships between white colleagues who were same 

level (ASYE 

 

job as a common denominator yet different experience for black social workers  

-If we are all doing the same job in the same organisation, what other possible explanation 

for the difference in experiences other than the fact that they are white, and I am black? 

- Maybe because I'm black and the other person is white, they can pick and choose. We're all 

doing the same job, but they seem to be able to pick and choose and get out of things that 

me as a black person, I couldn't get out of 

-I think what makes someone know that is when you look around and other colleagues seem 

to be having a different experience from you 

 

difficulties in ‘naming’ ‘unfair’ experiences as racism when the racial factor is not made 

explicit. 

 

its’ not the words; the devil is in the quality of the relation. 

 

5. What does data tell me about responses of racial microaggressions? 

 

‘Brushing off racism’ 

-responses to racism often left in the spheres of feeling bad about it, left in the person to 

feel bad about it, and then ‘brushing this off’ - most likely to as a self-preservation 

mechanism 

 

Believe that nothing can be done. 

-what can be done? So just move on/ brush off, don’t recognise as racism for survival?) 

takes time to learn the lay of the land, let alone process about what going on with racism, so 

some things just have to be brushed off and focus on the priorities). 

 

internalize it and just deal it in their own way and move on 

 

 

6. What does data teel me about black social workers views of social work as an anti-racist 

profession? 

 

tinted view of what social work is prior to being in it 

it is not what it says on the tin 
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- the shock about the view held on what social work is about, and the reality of it when you 

enter into it 

- The shock in finding social work is not what I thought it was 

 

social workers make social work not the other way round. 

- social work is only as good as the social workers) social workers make social work not the 

other way round- I think there is an assumption that is goodness embodied in social work 

that somehow rubs into people and transform it, but what data is showing, people will not 

stop being racist just because they are social workers, but rather, they will not be racists 

because they are not racist people in the first place, being social workers will only solidify 

that 

 

being anti-racist is not a form of knowledge passed on as part of the social work training, 

rather, it’s an active process that requires continuous self ‘striving’ to ‘become’. 

-being anti oppressive takes striving; it takes active continuous self-work 

 

feeling vulnerable and afraid 

-all of those things you don't think about them when you're thinking about going to social 

work and they think about this student, but once you get in there, you kind of feel 

vulnerable actually. You can feel vulnerable and afraid. 

  

Expectation for social work to model anti-racist practice for other professions not met. 

- I expected that social work would be the one, should leading by example. 

 

Eurocentric model in social work blamed for social work not meeting expectations.  

 

No excuse as training is available. 

 

rejection of interpersonal/ group professional identity by black social workers due to racial 

experiences had, and instead focusing on the intrapersonal professional identity 

-faith in social work altruistic nature kept and sustained through individual practice, hence 

social workers are still able to sustain the humanistic aspirations that motivated them to join 

social work in their individual practice with service users to sustain.  

-Sustaining black social workers motivation for joining social work is located in their 

individual practice and commitment to their individual values with clients not in social work 

as a profession (professional identity))  

-Professional identity has two interconnected components; the interpersonal (group 

professional identity) which relates to the culture, knowledge, skills, values and beliefs of a 

profession that the individual has acquired; and the intrapersonal (personal professional 

identity), which considers the individual’s perception of themselves in the context of their 

profession 

-qualifying for social work for black students feels like a hurdle relay 

-social work training for black social workers feels like hurdling- I hope I make it through this 

placement all. Thank God. I hope I make it through the next one. All thank God, you know, 

you know, because you would hear or talk to your other students who are having a really, 

really bad experience or maybe they felt something, and they have to go through something 

again. 
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7. What does data tell me of black social workers experiences in an organisation linking this to 

equal opportunities policies in the organisation? 

 

Management response: 

denying black social workers space or opportunity to be vulnerable.  

-Normalisation of vulnerability for white colleagues, but not the same for black social 

workers. 

-the normalisation of white workers’ fallibility, but not the same for black social workers 

-difference in manager’s responses and reactions to white worker’s vulnerability compared 

to Black workers’ 

- issue with black workers not seeking help from managers due to difficulties in being 

vulnerable with them 

- The issue is not lack of confidence or ability to say no, the issue is whether we are listed 

when we say no.   

 

the crucial importance of a ‘well rounded’ manager for a good experience at work 

 

Manager being responsive to the white family who were racist but not proving the same 

support to the worker involved; the voice of the family heard at the expense of the worker 

involved. 

 

Difficulties in expression of vulnerability at work due to upbringing 

The constrain on expressing   vulnerability due to cultural differences in the boundaries 

between work and private life. 

 

expectation on black social workers to cope. 

 

The insolent disregard of propriety or courtesy of white colleagues towards black colleagues 

 

then when confronted, they downplay it as a joke! 

 

the assumption by white colleagues that black workers are an easy target. 

 

Inability to act due to powerlessness because of being black, but also powerlessness because 

of being an ASYE. 

 

hierarchy in treatment with experiences of those with African accents being at the bottom. 

- Those born or grew up here and have British accents having better experiences that those 

with African accents 

- the most devaluation, occurring for those with African accents-for example ascription of 

less intelligence 

 

the liberty others take to trespass on your private spere. 

 

Use of difference for example accents, for others to mask their projection of their own issues 

onto a black worker. 
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the extra ‘load’ on black workers during any verbal communications.  

-may result in preference for written communication which does add the load   

-assumption of ‘stability’ and ability to absorb ‘extra’ load 

 

the efforts of black workers not deemed good enough no matter how much they try. 

 

the question on competency and assumption of less intelligence 

 

Being in a diverse team does not always mean better experiences for black workers. 

 

differences in behaviour at work between white and black workers due cultural differences 

for example in attitudes towards work 

 

poor job retention rates for Black social workers)  

- we chop and change, we are here, we are there, we are everywhere, We're always 

changing 

they are moving on because they feel that they are not their responses, or they are what 

they are asking for is not being granted. They are not listened to. And because they don't 

want to keep fighting on, it's easier for them, for their own good to Move on 

- because they don't want to stay in your team too long to get involved in politics sort of 

thing. So. So yeah, I think that that's known that we just move on if we don't like it rather 

than face and confront what the issue is we just leave because the cost of staying to fight on 

is not worth your wellbeing. 

 

Room for experimental learning limited due to no room for mistake for a Black worker.  

 

Black person rendered invisible/ pushed in the background/ in the periphery once whiteness 

comes into the scene. 

-professional viewpoint of black social workers ignored, whilst accepting the same viewpoint 

from a white worker 

 

8. What does data tell me about facilitating or hindering factors in organisation in disarming 

microaggressions in organisations?  

 

- Facilitating factors to disarming microaggressions 

experience as a protective factor because you have options to walk away. 

-with experience, you can move on 

-increase in professional experience as a protective factor 

Feelings of safety in supervisory relationship when the manager is Black. 

Confidence that you are assessed/ judged on ‘merit’ when manager is Black.  

-confidence that poor supervisory relationship is not based on racial factors when the 

manager is Black 

peers from the same background a valuable source of support because they will understand. 
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George Floyd seen as a positive catalyst for racism talk and led to ongoing continued 

conversation in her current team. 

- Hindering factors to disarming microaggressions  

unreliability of white managers as structural reinforcement for black social workers 

-realisation that you will not be backed up by white manager 

-if push came to shove, my manager would not ‘step up’ to have my back 

 

over recording due to lack of confidence in management back-up) and over-recording 

due to fear of losing PIN). 

 

the avoidance to ‘explicitly’ naming racism even when this is identified. 

 

exposing racism and discussing this left to Black people. 

 

racism ‘explained away’ by those that are not targets of racism by giving other reasons 

not linked to racism. 

 

Denial of racism 

 

Naming of racism not just avoided by others not experiencing racism, but those that are 

affected too). 

 

racism reported only when explicit.  

-thus, considering that majority of racial microaggressions are not visible, what does this 

tell us about exposing this? It means that occurrences of this type of racism will continue 

to thrive because it is not exposed and therefore not dealt with 

 

workers not reporting racism due to fear that they will not be believed, or it will be 

assumed that they are trying to get out of a case. 

 

difficulties in reporting racism because the ‘burden of proof’ is on the worker to provide 

evidence for something that is very hard to provide ‘hard evidence’. 

 

racism is done in other ways, not directly. 

the ‘gut feeling’ may look silly to a white person and assumption that feeling felt is 

‘imagined’; And yet, for the most part, that is all what we've got. 

 

supervision framed as the ‘it’ in terms of support, yet black workers not considering it an 

effective source of support. 

 

9. Coping 

confiding in Black colleagues for feelings felt to be validated. 

time off work and identifying hobbies outside of work. 

 

call for more research and continued conversation about racism. 
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Appendix 6; generating initial themes. 

 

Anchor codes Codes clustering to develop themes 

Socialisation/internalised 
racism codes 
 
 

1.Conditions of Euphemised colonialism in African setting through: 
 

1. Colonial history taught merely an ideological apparition. 
 
(a)Education system as a colonial machination in its role for continued 
zombification of the African subject 
 
-Too young to understand history taught 
-Education system not providing ‘good enough’ mothering favourable to 
address internalised racism (this was also observed in UK setting as 
indicated in Ivy’s narrative)  
 
-History taught not specific to the country, rather covered whole of Africa 
(Africa is a continent not a country 
-Veiled/ passive colonial knowledge 
-You can’t recognise what you don’t know 
 
(b) black to black racism because of history that merely ‘acts out’ the 
trauma of oppression while also repressing what actually happened  
 
-slavery implicated yet its link to black-to-black racism obscured 
-Running thread of slavery in black-to-black racism  
- Slavery at the core of internalised inferiority 
 
Sub theme: Epistemic foundations in knowledge production in Africa 
and the crisis of repetition without change 
 
-Colonialization taught as ‘echoes of the past’ 
-Colonial events relegated to the past rather than as ongoing event 
-Colonial happenings assigned to the past without applying their impact 
on today 
 
2. The structural reality of white supremacy in African setting (the reality 
that whiteness is secured, supported and propped up in African setting 
(a) white privilege/ affluence seen as a ‘natural’ condition of being white 
- The opulence of white lives in African setting 
-Normalisation of white privilege in African setting 
-Proximity to whiteness lenders one to be a ‘stranger’ even at ‘home’ 
- 
-White superiority as norm in African setting 
-Socialized to understand the violence of whiteness hence avoidance for 
survival 
 
(b) In structures which ensures economic hierarchies between white and 
black people in African setting 
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-Structures in place which keeps white people in affluent spaces in Africa 
whilst effectively ‘locking Africans out’ from these spaces in their own 
country  
-Unspoken and Invisible gate keepers ensuring segregation and sustaining 
white privilege in African setting (this was also observed in UK setting 
whereby racism was seen as being orchestrated by unseen structures that 
directs people’s places in the social order of things) 
-Heightened awareness of markers of racialised differences (affluent 
neighbourhood for whites, wealth etc 
 
3. Installation of Internalised racism  

-giving up indigenous ways of living not questioned 
-Racial inferiority installed at an early age 
-self-abnegating behaviours of Africans towards white people in 
African setting 

Activation of Internalized: internalised racism which had hitherto laid 
dormant ‘coming’ comfortably into sight once in in UK setting 
 

(a) Experiencing racism in the new UK setting more like a ‘veil’ being 
lifted off rather than it being a new experience, described in 
idioms such as racism hitting home, my eyes opened to racism 

(b) Triggering of ‘repressed/ forgotten’ white atrocities which had 
hitherto been held back at unconscious levels while in country of 
birth by various protective factors  

(c) Being in the setting invalidates the ‘mind masks’ which hitherto 
made it possible to augment the reality (protective factors 
removed/weakened 

 
4. The status of being in the majority in home country and its 
contribution to racism opacity  
-The opacity of racism in African setting 
-Differences in perception in what counts as racism 
-Protective factors and their dulling effect on racism  
-setting and its potential to mask racism 
(This is also observed in UK setting whereby experiences of racism 
‘tempered’ when occupying spaces populated by other black people 

 
 
 

Experiences in the new 
setting (UK) 

5. Navigating the white gaze, like what Fanon in Wretched of the 
Earth referred to as ‘colonialism as a clash of gazes’ 

 
(a) The politics of the term ‘black’ (Is it ‘Africannness’ or ‘Blackness’? 

difference in meaning when used in Africa, compared to when 
used in UK.  Also different responses to racism due to this.) 

(b) The burdening element in holding ‘double consciousness’(for 
example retaining  ‘black’ in its positive element as used in Africa , 
whilst resisting the racist tones in the same term when used in UK 
setting) 
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(c) The hauntings of blackness on borders (mapping unbelonging in 
relation to blackness and mobility across and within European 
borders (Ghostly borders)  

 
 

6. The paradoxical hypervisibility of African bodies in white spaces 
and the social invisibility of the same 

 
 
The ’power of the seating arrangements’; to signify the unseen forces 
and mechanisms that ensures that people ‘fall in line’ in their respective 
places in society  
Racism everywhere in UK orchestrated by unseen structures that directs 
people’s places in the social order of things 
 
-Does being an immigrant mean that one is never ‘home’? And what 
does that do in terms of accessing opportunities compared to those 
regarded as  ‘belonging’? 
 
The fatigue due constant need for internal dialogues to assess whether 
situations are racial or not 
 

Black African social 
workers views on social 
work as an anti-racist 
profession 

7. Dissonance between social work values learnt at university and 
how this is actualised in practice 

Antidiscrimination training left behind in the periphery of training not let 
in practice field 

Social work acknowledged existence of racism but does not provide 
solutions on how to tackle this 

Being anti oppressive takes striving; it takes active continuous self-work, 
not just the anti-racist knowledge learnt during qualifying training 

 
8. Dissonance in social work values and the experiences had by 

Black social workers 
-Anti-racist profession ‘just talk’, no practical application 

social work is a bit of acting 
-Complete rejection of social work’s stated AOP, ADP, frameworks 

-The shuttering of the ‘hope’ that social work is going to offer ‘safe home’ 
to black social workers 

-Tinted’ view of what social work is prior to being in it 
-Impact of racial microaggressions felt more when this is coming from 
fellow social workers or other professionals in the helping profession 

-Strong rejection of social work anti-discriminatory frameworks (it’s some 
crap!) 

 
9. Is social work attracting right people in the profession? 

the profession is only as good as the social workers practicing it 
Dissonance in how the profession is described and how social workers 

themselves embodies that? 
The profession has the right values; the issues are the people who are 

meant to espouse and embody those values 
White social work colleagues treating black SWs differently 
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Social workers make social work not the other way round 
 

(a) Stratification in social work specialities based on race 
Stratification based on race even withing the profession, for example 

children services for white people 
 

(b) rejection of interpersonal/ group professional identity by black 
social workers due to racial experiences had, and instead 

focusing on the intrapersonal professional identity 
Sustaining black social workers motivation for joining social work is 

located in their individual practice and commitment to their individual 
values with clients not in social work as a profession (professional 

identity) 
 

Feeling proud about being a social worker, but not the profession 
 

In your individual work, that is when you make the difference, not the 
‘group social work’ 

 
(a) The impact of racism from a profession heralded as anti-racist 

Due to social work professed core value of being an anti-racist profession, 
racism from fellow social workers carries much more impact than that 

coming from service users 
 

Expectation for social work to model anti-racist practice for other 
professions not met 

 
Eurocentric model in social work blamed for social work not meeting 

expectations 
 

Impact of technocratic aspect of work, reducing social work to ‘a job like 
any other job’ 

Black social workers 
experiences in 
Organization 

Experiences in current employing organisation  
 
10. Experiences with front line managers 
1.Relationship with managers hindered due to cultural differences 
- White staff given priority over black staff by managers 
- Inaccessibility of managers to black staff 
-Relationship with managers hindered due to cultural differences 
-Sense of exclusion due to lack of shared interest 
 
2. Significance of front-line managers and how they are failing black 
social workers 
- Black social workers able to process or make sense of racism from service 
users, because they can appropriate this to their mental condition; the 
struggle is receiving the same from those meant to support them, for 
example their managers 
-- when ethnic workers disclose racial discrimination experienced in the 
course of their job, how their managers respond to this hugely determines 
what happens next 
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- The humanity, feelings and emotions of black social workers not 
considered when conversations around racist incidents from families are 
held 
- erosion of professional confidence of black social workers and 
developing self-doubt due to their managers constantly questioning their 
decision making 
-management responses caries a huge implication 
 
2. Positive experience being managed by a white manager with 
exposure to experiences of Black people 
3. Less confidence in a white manager without exposure to experiences 
of Black people 
4. Having Black managers is not the solution either 
-Complicated relationship between black managers and black staff; smooth 
with white staff 
-in times of ‘things going wrong’ more confidence in white manager than in 
black manager, because the former ‘has nothing to prove’ 
- difference in how a black manager manages the team, probably under the 
same pressure and so ends up making it harder for their own black staff 
members, relationship with white British staff is so smooth, 
 
6. Explicit racism from white managers 
- explicit discrimination by a white manager 
- experiences of explicit racism- the overt type of racial microaggressions 
 
Sense of being beast of burden 

1. division of labour eschewed negatively on Black people 
-Division of labour eschewed negatively on Black people 
-Difference in complexity of cases 
 
 

2. expectation to endure placed on blacks 
-Expectation to endure placed on blacks 
 

11. Cultural influences /African cultural norms and values 
Operating from the internal African social norms’ templates 
Closed book at work 

1. Socialisation which does not encourage open show of emotional 
vulnerability at work  

2. Closed boundaries between home and work  
 
- the influence of upbringing in ability to accessing what is available for us 
- applying ‘respect’ from the African perspective being convoluted with 
‘assertiveness’.   
 
For the sake of survival but at a cost 
 
- Black social workers forced to move on to get away from racial 
discrimination, but then meeting the more of the same in the new setting 
- the adoption of cryptic coloration (camouflage) forced on black social 
workers as a defence or tactic to minimise visibility hence reduce chances 
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of ‘being picked on’ , but this is at the expense of retaining their authentic 
self at the work place 
- for black social workers, the option is either to ‘fight’ through to make it, 
or to ‘stay out of trouble’ at the expense of job satisfaction; either way, 
both options have a price to pay- black social workers not utilising 
employments rights available to them    
- the unseen and unrecognised labour forced upon black workers to 
accommodate the sense of entitlement from white colleagues/ 
professionals/ the extra I must do for you to see me! 
-too tired by the time you get a job; once you secure it, ‘you hold too tight 
as you would on a plank of wood’ not to drown 
- Need to foresee danger and avoid possibility of attack  
 
 
12. English not being a first language 
- navigating the workplace as a person who speaks English with an “African 
accent”; the issue is not ‘accents’, the issue is deemed by others to be with 
‘African accent” 
-the positioning of English as a superior language/ universal language 
-The double labour of thinking in our mother tongue, but communicating 
this in English 
 
13. Presence of Chronic patterns of internalised racism  
- need to prove ourselves hence not utilising polices disposable to us 
-Socialisation/African culture and attitude towards job 
- Normalised believes that has become part of black culture (eg working 
hard) without much interrogation to this   
-Acceptance of racism; an everyday occurrence hence ‘numbed’ to it 
- Chronic patterns of internalised racism (for example need to work hard) 
are consistently present in operation, so much so that they have come to 
be seen as inherent part of Black culture 
- pushing the body to the limit due to this need to work three or four times 
harder than others 
 
14. Experiences of racism exacerbated due to unresolved trauma from 
past racial incidents  
-Experiencing racism changes the sense of who I was in my home setting, 
to this new person likened to a ‘jellyfish’, broken/like a skeleton scarecrow 
walking in the road of London 
- Impact of racism is magnified due to unresolved trauma from past 
racism related experiences 
-racial trauma experienced in the line of job being carried around by black 
social workers because there is no avenue open to them to work through 
racial incidents when experienced 
 
Effectiveness of supervision  
-having to make judgment on ‘the right person’ to show your vulnerability 
- how much can you disclose to your supervisor? 
 
 
15. Experiences of professional expertise being devalued  
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- Devaluing of professional expertise of Black social workers by clients and 
families, whilst this is hidden behind ‘not understanding because the 
accent is too strong’. 
- Competence of Black social workers judged on ethnicity rather than their 
professional qualification 
- Black social workers having to fight at the door for the right to use your 
professional status for entry, and then fighting even harder once entry is 
gained to evidence their professional capabilities 
- The devaluing of black workers professional role occupancy when in the 
presence of a white colleague 
- the presence of accents used by clients and families to justify their 
treatment of black workers when a white worker is present 
- professional expertise devalued by client in their preference for white 
workers  
 
 
16. Higher management structures  
- incidents of racism when escalated to higher management ‘dealt only on 
paper’ and ‘brushed under the carpet’ 
- senior managers are friends they might follow things on a piece paper, but 
something down the line, it’s not being followed 100%, they cover it up. 
-Organisation is promoting black managers, but we don’t know whether 
there is extra pressure on them  
- Policies in place only on paper 
- Inclusion in the organisations takes much more than just having polices in 
place, it takes practical support for people 
- Organisations: hidden in plain sight- when discrimination is happening 
between black to black 
- the crucial need in black social workers seems to be a longing to belong in 
organisation and a longing to be treated as equals by other professionals 
- where does change lie? With the organisations not with black social 
workers who are targets of this 
- issue with the language of ‘resilience’ deployed in organisations 
 
17. Progression  
Progression ‘scales’ weighted differently. 
- White colour as currency for progression 
- Black workers not putting themselves forward more of a case of a bird in 
the hand being worth two in the bush rather than mediocrity? 
 
ASYE 
Being very vulnerable when on ASYE 
 

 

 

 


