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Introduction
Welcome to this free course, Introducing Union Black. Start by watching the following
video which gives an overview of the course.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1 Lurraine Jones introduces the course

Please note that although the video mentions the course taking an hour to study, it may
take you up to three hours.
This course will aim to build your confidence as a change agent for equity, diversity,
inclusion and belonging. For many of you, this will be a journey into little-known or
misunderstood history and experiences of people racialised as Black (Black*, white and
race being racially constructed terms), and, for many others, it will be an affirmation of
your rightful place in our diverse twenty-first-century society. Whatever your background,
hopefully both experiences will provide you with the opportunity to hear from contributors
from a range of backgrounds, lived experiences, thoughts and voices, which are designed
to help inform, inspire, challenge and enable you to take steps towards anti-racism. This is
just one contribution to a much wider conversation that has been happening between
Black scholars, writers, artistes, activists and citizens for many generations.
* Black with a capital B is used as explained here by Associated Press (AP) (2020): ‘AP’s
style is now to capitalize Black in a racial, ethnic or cultural sense, conveying an essential
and shared sense of history, identity and community among people who identify as Black,
including those in the African diaspora and within Africa. The lowercase black is a color,
not a person.’
Why was this course created?
The racial uprisings of 2020 forced a global conversation about racism, and more
specifically anti-Blackness, and the insidious ways that it has shape-shifted over time. A
Universities UK report about racial harassment on campus in 2020, alongside the murder
of George Floyd in the US and the stark racial inequities that were highlighted during the
COVID-19, led to this course being created by Black UK academics.
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Why should I study this course?
The course is, for many people, seen as ‘the right thing to do’. But, let’s face facts – not
everyone agrees with that view. Not convinced from the moral standpoint? Well, there are
professional benefits to engaging with ‘Union Black’. People doing this course will gain
key ‘soft’ employability skills that can make them desirable to an organisation,
i.e. empathy, emotional intelligence, cultural awareness, communication, leadership and
teamwork. Engaging with the course will contribute to building skills, including empathy,
understanding anti-racism, understanding different cultures, diversity, inclusion and
allyship – increasingly ‘essential’ in job descriptors and promotion criteria.
Who is this course for?

The course authors (from left to right): Professor Marcia Wilson, Professor Jason Arday,
Lurraine Jones and Dr Dave Thomas.

This course is for everyone, as cultural awareness sets the foundation and context for
more insightful, effective and respectful interactions between individuals and commu-
nities. Remember, we are individuals with different histories, ages, lived experiences,
cultures, perspectives, attitudes and roles. The course authors just hope and ask that you
engage with an open mind and with curiosity, that you challenge yourself, you are willing
to unlearn and learn, and want to learn even more!
Did you see the ‘new Union Flag’?
The New Union Flag (NUF) re-imagines the Union Jack and celebrates the communities
that have contributed to the UK’s cultural legacy. Re-created with fabric designs from all
over the world, the New Union Flag transforms the traditional Union Jack from an
archetype of uniformity into a dynamic and celebrational on-going performance of
diversity. While this flag started as a reflection on the UK’s colonial legacy, its design is
ever-changing to reflect the ongoing cultural diversity in the UK.

An important disclaimer

Please acknowledge that various subject matters might be triggering for yourself and
for other people. Remember: how we experience the world may not be how another
person experiences the world.
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Learning outcomes
By the end of this course, you should be able to:

● understand empathy and its value
● understand identity and labels
● explore first steps to anti-racism.

Learning outcomes 23/06/25



1 Empathy, sympathy and compassion
Empathy is a skill that can help you better relate to whoever you come into contact with.
Knowing how to be empathic can help you improve communication with others, making
for a positive workplace environment and your relationships inside and outside work.
In general, empathy is when you make yourself vulnerable to share the feelings of
another, and you listen without judgement: for example, ‘Can you tell me how this feels
for you?’.
On your journey to building empathy skills, you might discover that you are actually being
sympathetic rather than empathetic – be aware that they are different. When building
empathy, you might think that saying things such as ‘I know how you feel’ or ‘I understand’
are helpful, but these statements express sympathy, not empathy, as you place yourself
as centre rather than listening to understand.

Figure 1 Contemplation

A study by Forgiarini, Gallucci and Maravita (2011) found that white people experience
weaker empathetic responses to persons racialised as Black. Many instances of biased
racialised empathy have been evidenced, for example, medical staff perceiving Black
women as being able to stand more pain in childbirth or Black communities being policed
more aggressively. ‘Race’ can be defined as an ideological concept and a social construct
as humans share 99% of DNA. But, while people continue to perceive humanity as
belonging to different races, a racial bias towards empathy can have detrimental effects
on individuals, groups and relationships.

1.1 Why talk about empathy?
Well, it is just one way of dismantling racism and starting to tackle unconscious and
conscious bias.
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If people could figuratively ‘put themselves in someone else’s shoes’ it would go some
way to reduce prejudices and biases. But, we are born into a world that is already shaped
by social factors such as laws, culture, education, beliefs, values, traditions, customs and
norms, and we are socialised into ‘our’ world by dint of our birthplace, our primary
caregivers and era.

1.2 So, what is compassion?
The major difference between compassion and empathy is that empathy is about
understanding the suffering of others, but it stops short of actually helping (Hougaard,
2020), whereas compassion is moving on and taking action to help alleviate someone’s
suffering – more often than not by doing something practical.
In summary, sympathy means you understand what someone else is feeling through a
lens of judgement. Empathy means that you are open to sharing what a person is feeling
without judgement. Compassion is the willingness to relieve the suffering of another by
action.

Activity 1

Allow approximately 5 minutes

In this task, you’ll be asked to view media coverage depicting the Russian invasion
of Ukraine and the treatment of Black and brown people trying to escape the
fighting. If you are concerned this might adversely affect your mental health, you
might like to skip this activity or engage with it only very lightly.
As you read this extract and watch the video below, you should reflect on how these
made you feel. Below are some questions to consider as you read and watch the
below resources:

1 Empathy, sympathy and compassion 23/06/25



● Did you feel sympathy or empathy or compassion, or not much at all?
● Did you know about the experiences of Black and brown people in Ukraine? If

not – how do you feel now?

The article Why don’t we treat all refugees as though they were Ukrainian?
(reproduced below) offers some insight. For the purposes of this activity you only
need to read the text in bold but you may be interested in reading the whole article.

Why don’t we treat all refugees as though they were Ukrainian?
It was inevitable that when brown-skinned Afghan refugees fleeing war were
turned away from European borders over the past few years, some actions of
these governments would come back to haunt them. One million people fled
Ukraine from Russia’s violent invasion in the span of only the first week. They
are being welcomed – as refugees should be – into neighbouring nations,
inviting accusations of racist double standards.

Poland offers the most egregious example of national racism. Its government,
whose nation borders Ukraine, has warmly welcomed traumatised Ukrainians,
just months after turning away Afghans. If these optics weren’t bad enough,
Polish nationalists have sought out people of colour who are among the
refugees fleeing Ukraine and violently attacked them. According to the
Guardian, ‘three Indians were beaten up by a group of five men, leaving one of
them hospitalised’. African nationals studying in Ukraine joined the exodus
after Russia’s invasion, and have been stopped at the Polish border. Poland
might as well erect a giant sign on its border declaring, ‘whites only’.

In elevating such disparate skin-tone-dependent attitudes toward refugees,
Europe is giving its colonialist heritage a new lease on life. We see echoes
today of the dehumanisation that enabled European colonisation of the Global
South and the enslavement of generations.

It’s not just Poland. The Arab and Middle Eastern Journalists Association has
denounced the overtly racist language of many Western journalists, including
American ones like Charlie D’Agata of CBS who said of Ukraine that ‘this isn’t
a place, with all due respect, like Iraq or Afghanistan, that has seen conflict
raging for decades’. (In fact, Ukraine has seen plenty of conflict in the past
years.)

D’Agata’s insertion of ‘with all due respect’ was perhaps his belated realisation
that he was veering into dangerous territory by contrasting Ukrainian
civilisation against the presupposed barbarity of the darker nations. But then,
he continued, saying, ‘this is a relatively civilised, relatively European – I have
to choose those words carefully, too – city where you wouldn’t expect that, or
hope that it’s going to happen’.

Again, D’Agata likely realised as the words were escaping his mouth just how
racist he was sounding. He needed to choose his words carefully in order to
avoid the appearance of bias. He clearly failed. His later apology was not very
convincing.

D’Agata exposed his personal allegiance with the Global North when he
expressed ‘hope’ against war breaking out in a nation whose people look like
he does. The implied flip side is that he harbours no such hope when the
conflict-ridden nations of the Global South are embroiled in violence.

Serena Parekh, professor of philosophy at Northeastern University in Boston,
told me in a recent interview, ‘it is very human to feel connections to people
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that you perceive to be like you and to feel more remote from people you
perceive as being not like you’. At the very least, this is a good reason why
newsrooms across the United States need to diversify their staff.

Parekh, who has written two books, including No Refuge: Ethics and the
Global Refugee Crisis and Refugees and the Ethics of Forced Displacement,
says that one ‘assumption’ she has heard justifying favourable treatment of the
latest wave of refugees in Europe is that ‘Ukrainians are not terrorists and they
are not criminals, and so we can let them in safely, without having to worry
about screening them’. She calls such views ‘racialised assumptions… largely
unsustainable by any evidence’.

Such assumptions are infectious. Social media platforms abound with images
sporting the now-ubiquitous blue and yellow of the Ukrainian flag. Ukraine’s
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy has emerged as a larger-than-life hero to the
morally outraged. So invested are people in believing Zelenskyy’s heroism that
many have shared a photo (including several of my own Facebook friends) of
him in military fatigues as evidence of his courage in standing up to Russian
militarism, when in fact the image was captured well before Russia’s invasion.

Similar expressions of solidarity with brown-skinned resisters of Western
militarism or victims of Western wars have been far less common.

Pointing out the double standards of governments and the press at a time
when Ukrainians are watching their nation getting utterly destroyed will
inevitably spark accusations of insensitivity and of engaging irresponsibly in
‘whataboutism’ to make a point.

But now is the time to clearly call out what human rights groups and
independent journalists have for years been saying: That the U.S. and
NATO-led wars in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, Somalia, and elsewhere are
racist, and that the callous dismissals of the resulting humanitarian
catastrophes are equally barbaric.

There’s another reason why brown-skinned refugees are seen as
undesirable. Welcoming those people fleeing wars that the West has
fomented would be an admission of Western culpability. Not only do
Ukrainian refugees offer palatable infusions of whiteness into European
nations, but they also enable governments to express self-righteous
outrage at Russia’s imperialist ambitions and violent militarism. If
Ukrainian refugees are evidence of Russian brutality, then Afghan and
Iraqi refugees are evidence of the same kind of brutality on the part of the
U.S. and NATO.

While Europe’s double standard toward refugees is on full display in Russia’s
war on Ukraine, the United States is certainly not innocent either. Former
President Donald Trump effectively slammed shut the door on refugees during
his tenure and bolstered his anti-refugee policies with racist language.

President Joe Biden, who campaigned on reversing Trump’s anti-refugee
rules, initially faltered on keeping his promise when he took office. But, even
after the limits on allowing refugees into the U.S. were eventually lifted, few
have been admitted into the country. Last year, when U.S. troops left
Afghanistan at the mercy of the Taliban, Afghans were, naturally, desperate to
flee. While the Biden administration laudably fast-tracked U.S. resettlement for
Afghans, problems remain, with one refugee advocate calling the process,
‘kind of abysmal’.
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Parekh says that decisions by Poland and other nations to admit fleeing
Ukrainians with open arms, ‘[show] that the European Union can take in large
numbers of asylum seekers and can do so in a relatively efficient way’.

In light of the sudden wellspring of compassion toward Ukrainian refugees
emerging from Western nations, media, and the public, a simple thought
experiment could protect governments, journalists, and us from further
accusations of racist double standards: we could treat all refugees as though
they were white-skinned Ukrainians, as though they were human.
(Kolhatkar, 2022)

Now watch some footage that was shared on social media.

View at: youtube:c17tY3tgOlQ

Video 2 Discrimination and racism as people flee Ukraine shared on social
media

See also …

Clips from TedEx Palo Alto - Okieriete Onaodowan: Okieriete Onaodowan (2017) in
his TED talk ‘you have to walk a mile in my shoes but first you must take off
your own’.

Gravitas: Western media’s racist reportage on Ukrainian refugees: Western
journalists are being slammed for their racism while reporting on the refugee crisis in
Ukraine.

Ukraine refugee crisis exposes racism and contradictions in the definition of human:
Not only has the Russian invasion of Ukraine brought to light the awful tragedies that
accompany armed conflict, but the subsequent refugee crisis has also uncovered
deeply seated racism in the country.

Discrimination and racism as people flee Ukraine shared on social media: Video
from The Guardian.
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2 Having difficult conversations about race
Having conversations about race, racism, anti-racism and anti-Blackness can be really
uncomfortable! So why do it? The next video is why!

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 3 Christian Foley

As Christian passionately says, a 10-year-old Black boy received hate mail and death
threats from white supremacists for writing a poem entitled ‘Black Lives Matter’. Racists
want to shut any positive conversation about race down and this is normally done with real
or imagined threats of violence.
After the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020, with many organisations posting black
squares in solidarity, Wilson and Jones’ article (2020)
‘Dear senior university leaders: what will you say you did to address racism in higher
education?’ directly challenged what is mainly white senior leaders of universities on what
they would do to tackle institutional racism when the global light no longer shone on the
horrors of George Floyd’s murder and the ensuing protests.
Black feminist writer Toni Morrison (1992) describes the invisibility of whiteness as a
fishbowl that contains fish and water. The fishbowl itself provides meaning as ‘a fishbowl’
as it is the ‘thing’ that contains the water and the fish, but one invariably focuses on the
fish swimming in the water, and not the constraints or structure of the fishbowl itself.
Although George Floyd’s murder was in the US, anti-Blackness is universal. Statements
are often made such as: ‘What has slavery got to do with me/the twenty-first century?’ and
‘What has George Floyd got to do with the UK? It’s different here’.
You’ll next watch a video clip by George The Poet, who challenges the view that racism is
worse in the US. Reflect on the example that Christian discusses in the video that you
watched earlier in this section.
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Activity 2

Allow approximately 5 minutes

As you watch the video below, reflect on how YOU embrace, welcome, enjoy, reject,
rebuff, put off, discount or otherwise regard ‘race conversations’.
What are the words you would use to explain how you feel and reflect on why? Do
you not feel ready or equipped? What can you do about this? Remember, it is not for
marginalised groups to educate others.

View at: youtube:xn6t74KJoO8

Video 4 George the Poet on BBC Newsnight discussing #blacklivesmatterUK

See also …

Ken Hardy on making talking about race our work: Ken Hardy explains how the
centrality of White America leaves many Black people feeling as though they're
trapped in a wall-less prison.

Reverse racism - Uncomfortable conversations with a Black man: Emmanuel Acho
sits down to have another uncomfortable conversation, where he directly addresses
questions and emails from white brothers and sisters, all over the world.

2.1 Undoing bias: labelling
We stereotype others all the time. When did you last look or listen to someone and give
them a label? Was this helpful? Was it because it was easier to make a ‘shortcut’ about
someone?
As Boakye says:

as a label [Black], it does the important job of confirming something already very
obvious; that a person who isn’t white, isn’t white. But labels don’t just identify what
something is; they create meaning. ‘Black’ people predate ‘white’ people, but ‘Black’
has existed only for as long as ‘white’ people decided to call themselves that.
(Boakye, 2019)

As Jamaican Sociologist Professor Stuart Hall said of Britain’s imperialist past: ‘we’re here
because you were there’. Black British history IS British history.
In the following video, Jumoke Abdullahi speaks about holding the mirror up to Britishness
and what it feels like for Black and Minority Ethnic children to be schooled in the UK about
Britain and Empire.
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Video content is not available in this format.
Video 5 Jumoke Abdullahi

2.2 Undoing bias: constructed stereotypes
Watch the clip from the conversation between Adam Rutherford, a geneticist, and
Lurraine Jones, Director of EDI at The Open University, as they discuss the biological and
sociological impacts of ‘Black’.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 6 Adam Rutherford and Lurraine Jones
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Based on the ethnic group categories on the last census – Black/African/Caribbean/Black
British – these individuals only make up 3.5% of the UK population. It may well be that you
live in a part of the UK where you do not come into contact with Black people regularly, or
perhaps ever. The reference to skin pigmentation as a classifier was still present in the
2021 census for people racialised as Black and white, but other non-white classifications
are based on country or continent.

Figure 2 Depiction of the ethnicity based classifications from the 2021 Census based on
data from the ONS website.

How did the construction of racial classifications based on skin pigmentation come about,
and what was it in service of? Why are only the Black and white skin pigmentation
classifications still in use in the UK census?

2.3 Undoing bias: learning about others
Am I learning for myself or learning from labels or stereotyping?
Let’s think for a moment about how you have personally learned about other Black
cultures. What was the source of your education? If you were asked to describe what you
knew about the cultures of Jamaica, Montserrat, Ghana or Rwanda, what would you say?
How is Rwanda referred to in politics and the media? Do you recall the disparaging
remarks by Donald Trump referring to the African continent?
How much do you know about the other cultures mentioned beyond surface-level
stereotypes? In Jamaica, does everyone look like Bob Marley, run like Usain Bolt, and
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drink rum? What about in Ghana? Could you locate Montserrat on a map? If you were to
draw a diagram with everything you knew about each of the cultures mentioned without an
internet search, how much information would be on it and where did that ‘learning’ come
from? How much would be from:

● your own family, friends or peers
● the news or newspapers
● the tabloid press
● Western movies or books?

Now ask yourself, did the source of my learning confirm or change my biases?
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3 So – what ARE you?
Stories matter. Stories are used to empower and humanise – or to dispossess and harm.

Figure 3 Shared stories from the community

If you think about a label someone has used against you – what narrative or story did that
label say about you? Did you agree with the narrative imposed on you?
Like labels, these stories are deliberately simplified. Single labels, single stories.
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie has a TED Talk entitled ‘The Danger of a Single Story’.
‘History is written by the victors’ is said on many occasions. This means that someone’s or
a peoples’ story is written for them and not by them. A single story collapses and negates
all the complexities of identity and historical experience. Repeatedly telling these simple
stories is a way to erase people from history.

3.1 I am not just one thing
None of us are just one thing. Our identities, relationships and roles intersect to shape
how we perceive the world and interact with our environment.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 7 Kym Oliver
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As you heard from Kym Oliver in the video, intersectionality has always existed, though
the term itself was first coined in 1989 by Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw. The word is used
to describe how racialisation, class, gender and other individual characteristics ‘intersect’
and overlap with one another.
The term is used to highlight that any experience, such as discrimination, would be a
different experience for those who identify with different labels – in other words, it would
be a different experience for a Black woman, or a white woman. A person from the
LGBTQIA+ community will experience the world differently from a heterosexual person.
And a trans white person would experience things differently from a trans Black person.
Those examples are not even taking into account the many other intersectionalities that
affect life experiences like disability, class or age.
Crenshaw’s theory stemmed from her research on discrimination against Black women
and described how multiple forms of oppression and social identities overlap to create
unique experiences. An intersectional lens recognises that people who experience
multiple oppressions will have a greater struggle for equity.

See more …

Professor Jason Arday’s story: Professor Jason Arday talks about growing up,
learning to read and write, and overcoming the challenges he faced.

3.2 Pride in your identity
Identity is important to all of us. It can be a great source of pride for many, and of shame
for others. Identity is complex, messy and multifaceted.
Pride in our identity is really situated around this sense of belonging in history – what that
history represents and where that pride is derived from, particularly in terms of identity. As
you will hear in the next video, there is a narrow definition of Western beauty, which, when
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allowed to dominate, can lead Black people to feel pressure to suppress traditional
characteristics that are important to their identity.
Hair means something different to each of us. ‘Black hair’ has a uniquely meaningful
history as a symbol of survival, resistance and celebration. It’s been wielded as a tool of
oppression and also one of empowerment – and our society’s perceptions of Black hair
still influence how Black people are treated today. Eunice shares some of their
experiences in the following video.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 8 Eunice Olumide

See also …

Good hair: perceptions of racism: Explore this interactive resource.
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4 Stepping stones towards anti-racism
How can you be a change maker?

When the well-intentioned white person or faux ‘DEI Expert’ comes with the ‘we all
have bias’, inform them: Yes, we all have biases. But, those biases are not equal.
Because we don’t all have power. The power to translate that bias into an outcome
for those without power.
(Dr Ijemoa Nnodim Opara on X, 2022)

The above quote reminds us that we all play a part in the journey towards equity and
inclusion. Recognising that you have influence is part of being a change maker.

Figure 4 ‘We are the ones we’ve been waiting for’.

It is important to recognise that you have control over your own thoughts and behaviour.
You can be a change maker and choose to model what that looks like on a daily basis.
Committing to being anti-racist and working towards being an ally is crucial. However,
remember that no-one is born an ally. Allyship is a choice, an action, not an identity. An
ally is only an ally in the moment of that action.

4.1 Where to start
● Start with why – understand why change is necessary or desirable, the purpose the

proposed change will serve and the people who will be impacted by the change.
● Define the change you wish to see – have a clear vision and message, which you

can communicate with clarity.
● Identify your circle of influence – analyse power structures and who needs to be

involved in the change process.
● Establish allies – build collaborative intersectional social partnerships with people

who are sympathetic to your cause and interest.
● Listen – take a step back and actively listen. This allows you to engage with the

important issues that require change.
● Create change that outlives you.
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4.2 Empathy as a first step to anti-racism
‘There’s no justice. Just us.’
These words from late author Terry Pratchett (2010) encapsulate the struggle we face in
tackling and dismantling racism. No one, no higher power, is going to do it for us. There’s
just us. We must do it.
Watch the following video.

View at: youtube:dTFZ_3mMbLI

Video 9 Ken Hardy on making talking about race our work

And we must all do it: Black, brown and white. White people have a responsibility to help
solve the problem of racism. This starts by learning to become allies. You don’t become
an ally simply by calling yourself one. Becoming an ally is a process, a journey. We
become allies not by our intent, but through our actions.
Every journey begins with one step.
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5 Summary
Congratulations. You’ve reached the end of the course. You have explored empathy as a
professional and personal skill, heard personal stories, views and perspectives from Black
contributors and learned how to be an anti-racism change maker.
Hopefully, you will now feel better positioned to have conversations between individuals
about their British Black cultures, identity, and history, which can lead to productive
discussions about anti-racism. We hope this course has informed, inspired, challenged
and empowered you to become an active ally towards anti-racism.
Having worked your way through Introducing Union Black, you might be interested in the
course, Introducing Black leadership. The course will develop skills to empower yourself
as a leader. Guided by the Five Ps model of leadership (person, process, position, product
and purpose), you will learn about the challenges and possibilities of Black leadership.
Developing skills in communication, critical analysis and teamwork will promote
competence in various contexts – from formal organisations to voluntary groups and
social movements. The aim is to help you to communicate effectively within diverse
groups to generate impactful leadership.
Finally, check out the Race and Ethnicity Hub, our award-winning content hub offering
fresh perspectives on race, racism and ethnicity.
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