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INTRODUCTION: BLACK 
LIVES MATTER 
LUCY MICHAEL AND EBUN JOSEPH 

 
OUR AIM 

At the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, the coronavirus appeared to 
be an ‘equal opportunities’ virus that affected everyone in its path. 
Weeks into the lockdown in Ireland and around the world, we saw 
marginalised and vulnerable communities in society most affected, 

and exacerbating underlying racism. While COVID 19 did not create 
racism and socioeconomic inequality, it made the disparity in Irish society 
between those at the top and bottom of the racial and economic ladder 
more visible. 

The recent events after the public killing of George Floyd and the 
subsequent resurgence of the Black Lives Matter protests, reproduced 
this time on a global scale, further revealed the endemic nature of racism. 
While many dealt with one pandemic, People of Colour were caught 
between two pandemics: COVID-19 and the pandemic of racism. This 
period of change and protest has particularly exposed the ambivalent 
approaches to people of migrant descent as a source of cheap labour, 
easy to control and vulnerable to exploitation. We also see a rise of 
nationalism, increased openly racist acts on our streets, the hardening of 
borders and the demonisation of migrant workers and asylum seekers. 
We also see age old biases, discriminations and stereotypes being facilely 
re-enacted rather than the compassion and empathy one would have 
expected. 

We asked scholars to reflect on how these expositions suggest novel 
trends, reflect longer-term patterns of exclusion and stratification, and 
how we can think about race and ethnicity as risk factors borne by 
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individuals and circumscribed by current political and social responses to 
crisis. We recognise the need to illuminate, theorise and evidence the 
power of race, as a technology of control, as we are increasingly 
embedded in local and international landscapes shaped by the managing, 
mainstreaming and coordinating of migration and as we attempt to 
dismantle the processes and institutions which reproduce the effects, and 
the idea, of race. 

We sought to solicit thought pieces on race and ethnicity in Ireland today 
to discuss what we are observing locally and globally about the 
development of Black Lives Matter perspectives and their impact on the 
connections we make between the experiences of Black, Traveller and 
other minority ethnic and migrant groups in Ireland today.  

UNDERSTANDING THE ROLE OF ‘RACE’  IN IRELAND  
Despite the fact that "race" has been 
largely understood as a social construct, 
racial inequality persists and often 
remains at the root of socioeconomic 
inequality, health disparities and other 
measurements of social stratification in 
Ireland and globally. Discussions of race 
have circled around the problem of 
reifying definitions. We note the 
resilience of race as a construct for 
organising social relations and the 
slippery fashion in which ideas of race 
have shifted, transmuted and pluralised. 

There is room, in Irish sociology, for a 
wide range of discussions on race and ethnicity here and globally, in 
explorations of the ontological ground upon which ideas of race, 
citizenship and black identity have been fostered and the need to 
develop a global sociology that is critically reflexive of its western 
orientation. We recognise the need to illuminate, theorise and evidence 
the power of race, as a technology of control, as we are increasingly 
embedded in local and international landscapes shaped by the managing, 
mainstreaming and coordinating of migration and as we attempt to 
dismantle the processes and institutions which reproduce the effects, and 
the idea, of race.  

The shape of violence towards minorities, with deepening impunity of 
state violence as well as ‘everyday’ violence, raises questions about the 
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impact of historical attempts to address race and to understand 
discriminations based on race and ethnicity and the changing shape of 
meaning-making processes around race. What is the impact of an 
emerging political extreme right across Europe and the US? What impact 
will there be of increasingly spontaneous social movements to reject 
racism? Can sociological research on race and ethnicity both contribute to 
academic progress, and simultaneously address the need for public 
education on systemic exclusions based on race and ethnicity? Can either 
be harnessed to support collective change, and  how? 

THIS ISSUE  
We open this issue with an exploration by Aidan O’Sullivan of global Irish 
anti-imperialism, taking seriously the contestation over commemoration as 
it has been highlighted by the Black Lives Matter movement, and placing 
it in the context of our own struggles with commemoration here in Ireland 
as we shape what it means to be a post-colonial nation in the decade of 
our centenaries of independence.  

John Wilkins picks up this thread on commemoration in his discussion of 
the public debate over four Nubian statues at a famous Dublin hotel and 
the ways in which this exposed the contestation over both history and 
representation, as well as highlighting the framing of positions for and 
against their removal.  

Ebun Joseph picks up the theme of exploitation of people of African 
descent, contextualising this in terms of the ongoing pandemic and its 
racialising of essential workers – noting the furore over migrant 
strawberry pickers from Eastern Europe in the summer of 2020 and the 
treatment of other essential workers, such as healthcare workers living in 
Direct Provision during Covid-19.  

Egle Gusciute shares with us the findings of her experiment in the private 
rental sector to uncover the extent of discrimination against people of 
African descent amongst landlords and their agents. She notes the 
difficulties of proving discrimination in this sector and notes particularly 
the additional caution with which Black prospective tenants are treated 
compared to other ethnic and racial groups.  

Mastoureh Fathi and Toraj Soleimani take us to Germany to explore the 
impact of the ‘Stay at Home’ message on asylum seekers residing in 
‘Heims’, congregated asylum seeker accommodation. They suggest that 
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for asylum seekers, the instruction is instead one to stay at ‘unhome’, 
places of limited or no choice, safety, exclusion or independence. Such an 
instruction, then, does not bear the reassuring message that it has for 
others in the population.  

Amin Sharifi Isaloo takes us deeper into the political realm, examining the 
permanent liminality for people of African descent which is created 
through the education system, the health system, the police, the security 
services , the judiciary and the executive powers. He looks particularly to 
recent US politics to understand the role of political archetypes in 
maintaining this liminality.  

Back to Ireland, then, with Bríd Ní Chonaill, who notes the importance of 
education, as reflected in the Black Lives Matter movement’s emphasis on 
understanding and naming racism, and the relative paucity of Irish 
research on the experience of Black students in the Irish higher education 
sector. She highlights the need to hear and document Black students’ 
experiences, of academic pressures and of belonging on campus, as well 
as the collection of data and provision of greater safety to enable Black 
students to thrive in Irish higher education.  

Finally, Lucy Michael turns to the issue of policing to pose the question of 
whether concerns about racist policing illuminated by the Black Lives 
Matter movement in the US and globally warrant significant attention here 
in Ireland. She explores the issues of concern to young people of African 
descent and their families in respect of Irish policing, noting the particular 
impact of Covid-19 on the increasing securitisation of public spaces and 
young people’s presence in them, and the lengthy fight to reform Irish 
policing to guard against racialising violence within.  

REFLECTION  
The death of George Nkencho, coming so swiftly after the initial 
compilation of this issue, encouraged us to slow down, to reflect on the 
politics emerging around us, and to be sensitive to the very real pain of 
his family, friends and neighbours. We have not sought to change the 
issue significantly as a result of the tragedy, in respect of the many other 
ongoing legal and political processes attendant to the search of answers 
in this case. We do however wish to state our deep regret that such a 
tragedy has occurred, and to extend our heartfelt condolences to the 
Nkencho family, and all those affected by his death.  

February 2021.  
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BLACK LIVES MATTER 
AND THE GLOBAL 
HISTORY OF IRISH ANTI-
IMPERIALISM 
AIDAN O’SULLIVAN, BIRMINGHAM CITY 
UNIVERSITY 

 

A feature of the Black Lives Matters (BLM) protests has been the 
challenge to racist memorialisation. This includes the toppling of 
statues of Confederate generals in America and slavers in the UK 
(BBC, 2020). This shows a desire to gain control over the 

manifestations of historical memory in public spaces as opposed to 
minimising the role of slavers in American capitalism or Western 
imperialism and rehabilitating them as war heroes or philanthropists. 
Meanwhile a debate occurs on the epistemological plane questioning to 
what decree university curricula need to be “decolonised” (Williams, 
2017). These actions seek to undermine the cultural hegemony (Gramsci, 
1971) of ideologies around America and the UK’s historical past and 
figures. Meanwhile in Ireland there was controversy when the Taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar proposed a commemoration of those who served on the 
pre-independence police force the Royal Irish Constabulary and Dublin 
Metropolitan Police who fell during the War of Independence (The 
Journal.ie, 2020). This led to accusations that Ireland would be next 
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commemorating the brutal counter-insurgency forces of the notorious 
“Black and Tabs” and Royal Auxiliaries. 

There is of course no shortage of memory in Ireland about its experience 
of colonisation which the commemorations of 1916 prove but with the 
coming centenary of the foundation of the Irish Free State in 2022, the 
emergence of the Black Lives Matters movement in Ireland presents a 
good opportunity to situate Ireland’s colonial experience in relation to 
other colonies of people of colour and show the parallels, but also the 
tensions and contradictions between those histories. This would make a 
change from the more insular form of historical narratives that focus on 
Ireland and Britain with interventions from the United States. Some may 
argue that BLM have more pressing concerns such as the human rights 
abuses of Ireland’s Direct Provision Centres and the rise of far-right street 
politics in Ireland. However it is plainly clear that BLM engages in contests 
over memorialisation and the Irish far right regularly define Irishness and 
the history of Irish anti-imperialism in a racialised sense as opposed to the 
civic Republicanism of Wolfe Tone (Óg Ó Ruairc, 2020). It is important to 
reclaim the internationalism in Ireland’s experience of imperialism and 
resistance. This includes the moments of solidarity between Irish people 
and other oppressed peoples and conversely, times when the former 
played a part in the oppression of the latter. This short article will highlight 
the historical instances of these and argue for Irish sociology to take a 
greater interest in the overlapping historical narratives of Ireland and 
other colonies as well as black radicalism in the United States. These 
synchronicities should be highlighted to expand on existing Irish post-
colonial sociology (Howe, 2002; Moane, 2014).  

Activists from across the globe often crossed paths with Irish activists and 
radicals throughout the latter’s imperial history. An early example would 
be the invitation of the formerly enslaved Frederick Douglass by Daniel 
O’Connell to speak to vast crowds of Irish Catholics during the latter’s 
persecution through the Penal Laws (Museum of Literature Ireland, 2020). 
The Irish famine of 1845-1849 was driven by the same policies of 
Malthusian liberal political economy as those in the Indian Subcontinent 
that resulted in famine there in 1876-1878. But it also prompted the Irish 
National Land League, who waged mass campaigns of rural unrest in the 
wake of the later 1879 Irish Famine, and assisted the Indian Nationalist 
Dadabhai Naoroji in his run for Parliament as a Liberal MP in Britain (Davis, 
2017). The influence of physical force republicanism in Ireland in the 
Global South is also apparent in the impact of works such as Guerrilla 
Days in Ireland by IRA Commander Tom Barry (1989) for movements in 
China, Cuba, Vietnam and Palestine/Israel (O’Malley, 2017).  Though more 
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practically focused than the psychological treatment of the supposed 
liberatory potential of violence by Fanon (2005), this reception to Barry’s 
account of guerrilla warfare is another example of how Ireland’s 
experience of resistance has interacted with the people of other colonies. 

The experience of Irish colonisation and migration were also influential 
areas of research for “Whiteness” studies. These include Allen’s (2012) 
account of how for the British racial oppression against Irish people 
influenced policies of racism against Black people in America. However 
one must be careful not to accidentally traipse onto the terrain of the 
“Irish Slaves” myth where the Irish experience of indentured servitude in 
the Caribbean is conflated with the idea of Black chattel slavery to 
minimise the latter’s experience of racism and undermine claims of 
structural racism from BLM.  Research debunking this myth also highlights 
how large Irish landowners often filled the roles of slavers in Islands like 
Barbados and Montserrat (Hogan et al., 2016). 

Northern Irish civil rights leader Bernadette Devlin stated that the racism 
of Irish American leaders to Black citizens motivated her to make a public 
and controversial visit to the Black Panthers during her tour of the United 
States in 1969. She would later gift them the Key to the City she was 
presented with a year earlier by the Mayor of New York (Keenan-
Thomson, 2009). As well as that the Northern Ireland Civil Rights 
Association would model themselves explicitly on the Civil Rights 
Movement in North America when looking for parity of treatment for Irish 
Catholics in Northern Ireland (Finn, 2019).  

These are just some of the encounters between the Irish experience of 
imperialism and its counterparts in other parts of the British Empire and 
anti-Racist movements in the United States. Post-colonialism appears to 
be a preserve of the field of “Irish Studies” which has little sociological 
input despite attempts to redress this (Fanning and Hess, 2015). With the 
rise of BLM demanding a re-examination of heritage it is important to see 
how Irish independence and liberation movements received support and 
assistance from other imperial subjects. This is important to counter the 
distortions of the far-right trying to reinterpret civic Republicanism as 
nativism. Civic Republicanism was not conceived as deeming race or 
religion as a barrier to Irish citizenship with Young Irelander, Thomas 
Davis, stating that, ‘We champion a concept of nationality which may 
embrace…the Irishman of a hundred generations and the stranger newly 
arrived within our gates’ (Óg Ó Ruairc, 2020: 12). Ireland and Irish 
sociology must recognise this internationalism which has perforated 
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several junctures of Irish anti-imperialism which has often gained 
assistance from similarly oppressed people but also when Irish people 
have played a part in this oppression. Said (2003) spoke of how the 
people of Africa and Asia were transformed into the mysterious Other by 
the Oriental narratives of colonisers. Gopal (2009: 18) describes how 
British critics of empire had to work through this narrative of “Otherness” 
to collaborate with resistors in the colonies to discover common grounds 
of democratic ideals of equality and freedom. If an Irish post-colonial 
sociology is to avoid this process of othering through silence and 
marginalisation then these inter-colonial encounters must be brought in 
from the margins of history.   
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GIVE ME BACK MY 
N’GRESSE! 
JOHN WILKINS, TRINITY COLLEGE 
DUBLIN 

 

T he Black Lives Matter Movement has caused communities in the 
United States, and across the Atlantic, to consider the removal of 
statues that represent subjects linked to The Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade 
and importantly the racism it engendered. The racism that the slave 

trade produced is white superiority over black. This dehumanizing binary 
was codified into law by the term “Chattel Slavery.” The concept defines 
black human beings as property, and as such the enslaved black body 
can be bought or sold in term of property right’s law. The slavocracy 
denied black people their humanity, and replaced it with degradation.  
Derogatory appellations arise out of this history connecting black identity 
with contempt and delinking us from the rest of humanity; the N’word and 
its French feminine cognate N’gresse are examples of how the slavocracy 
used words to diminish our humanity. Why was this degradation 
necessary? How were black people affected? 

Dr. Molefi Kete Asante links the dehumanisation of Africans by the 
slavocracy to capitalism and colonisation:  

Africans were defined as chattel; Africans could be hurt physically and 
mentally…in the mind of capitalists-colonialists we were less, much less 
than laborers. In fact, we were nothing but chattel. Chattel produced 
chattel. Humans defined as chattel made products and created  w e a l t h 
that is directly linked to the present condition of status in the West. 
(“Slavery Remembrance Day Lecture.” Liverpool Town Hall, 07 August 
2007) 

Importantly, Asante highlights the literal connection between the binary of 
white wealth and the enslaved black body. However, white culture already 
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has a history of figuratively linking their opulence to the black body. The 
Blackamoor Movement in European Art (1700-1850) produced decorative 
art, jewellry, and statues. These images were mainly of black African men, 
but images of black African women have been documented as well.  
Blackamoors are often portrayed in the role of servant carrying a table or 
candle holder.  Portraits from the 18th and 19th century commissioned by 
white elites that depict the hierarchy of the opulent white master and the 
abject (albeit well-dressed)  enslaved are numerous: “Portrait of Cecillius 
Calvert with His Grandson and Houseboy,” “Portrait of Madame de 
Pompadour with her Stepdaughter Amazillia Pacini, and black boy,” by 
Karl Briullov, 1832-34; “Marquessa Grimaldi,” Van Dyck.  

J.M.W Turner’s “Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying – 
Typhoon Coming On”, (a.k.a “The Slave Ship”)” (1840) represents enslaved 
black bodies in service to “Romanticism”.  Turner’s painting was meant to 
be a pro-abolitionist composition, but his attention to the representation 
of the sky and the sea affected by the typhoon overshadowed the slaves 
on the boat or in the water. Turner’s painting prompted John Ruskin to 
comment, “The Slave Ship” ‘was the noblest…sea ever painted by man.’  
David Dabydeen, was so negatively impacted by the painting that he 
wrote a narrative poem “Turner” (1994) that gave voice to the slaves of the 
slave ship Zong, while challenging the idea of Turner’s nobility by 
characterising him as the lascivious slave captain of the ship. The point of 
this story is to highlight the gulf between what is fashionable in one era, 
and representations that are offensive in another.  

Roger Benjamin is the J.W. Power Professor of Art History and Visual 
Culture at the University of Sydney. Since the 1990s, his research on 
Orientalism has resulted in two international exhibitions, and monograph, 
published in 2003. His chapter , “Andalusia in the Time of the Moors: 
Regret and Colonial Presence in Paris, 1900,” in Edges of Empire; 
Orientalism and Visual Culture, edited by Jocelyn Hackforth-Jones and 
Mary Roberts (2005), Benjamin highlights the politics of display that elide 
cultural identities. He uses the example of the historical reconstruction of 
Andalusia in the Time of the Moors orchestrated by the entrepreneur J.H. 
Roseyro for the Paris of Exposition of 1900 to make his case.  Benjamin’s 
methodology is applicable to the representations of the black women in 
service to opulence at the Shelbourne Hotel. Benjamin searches for errors 
in chronology. He achieves this by contextualised analysis that addresses 
French, Spanish, as well as Maghrebin cultural identities. To do a 
Benjamin on our ladies would mean discussing what the headdress and 
inscription on the statues mean; is it an appropriation of Egyptian culture 
on the statues, if so in what way?  How does the derogatory term n’gresse 
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relate to “royalty”, “princesses”, and the French Empire’s on and off again 
relationship with the Trans-Atlantic slave trade? What is the black critical 
race theory on the subject? Not to do the critical work is to allow white 
cultural appropriation to exist as a “lamination of time”.  In other words, to 
allow the n’gresse to remain on display without cultural clap back is to 
reproduce the sins of black exploitation. If the academic who critiqued the 
statues in the Irish Times (Kyle Leyden, 15 December 2020) had 
considered black theoretical scholarship on racial identity, he might have 
found Cornel West’s Race Matters (2001). He might have read Fanon’s 
Black Skin White Masks (1967) to examine how French culture denigrated 
black identity. Critically, Mr. Leyden – who considered how the statues 
were labeled by the 1850’s Val d’Orsne catalogue designers as “Egyptian 
and Nubian women” as the most pertinent aspect of the issue – would 
have been aware of the psychological damage that racism has on the 
black psyche. 

Understanding this psychological damage is important because it speaks 
directly to why the statues of the black women should not be returned to 
the Shelborne Hotel. It is the double-consciousness produced by the gaze 
of white supremacy over black that W.E.B Du Bois records in the Souls of 
Black Folk (1903); it is the psychological damage with which black 
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communities must assiduously cope, spelled out by Frantz Fanon in the 
Wretched of the Earth (1965). There is documented history of the negative 
effects that dominant white culture has on people of colour when it 
chooses to reify negative images of black people. How can we be proud 
to be Irish, if images of the N’gresse are seen as perfectly acceptable 
allegories for Irish opulence? The racist gaze produces a double-
consciousness in which white Irish cultural opinion is valued, and black 
identity is subservient. We are not Americans we are Irish. We should 
question American ideals. However, I understand the truthfulness of Du 
Bois’ words as a black man living here in Ireland, “One ever feels his 
twoness,” In Ireland I am Irish and a Negro; “two souls, two thoughts, two 
un-reconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose 
dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder (Souls, Chapter  
1).” 

Apologists for the slavocracy will argue that “Europeans did not regard 
black people as human beings,” and “Africans were selling Africans to 
Europeans.” These are true statements, but they overlook what we as 
human beings have learned from the aftermath of the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
Trade.  As human beings, we have come to the understanding that slavery 
is not a human value. We do not engage with it in any form. We do not 
support slavery because they practice it in Sudan, Mauritania, or Mali. We 
do not support the idea that people deemed infidels, inferiors, pagans, or 
just workers should be enslaved. Of course, engagement means not 
reifying images of the N’gresse as an ersatz marketing tool. 

By way of conclusion, I’d like to respond to the question posed 
concerning the Shelbourne and the statues; “If they don’t represent 
slavery what is the problem?” The problem is that there is a Black Irish 
community that is offended by them. We are directly impacted by the 
psychological damage that their negative image of black identity 
represents. But we are not alone. The psychological damage that the 
display engenders is an offence to all who disagree with racial inequalities 
in Irish society. We have been told that the statues do not represent 
slavery, but yet Mr. Leyden also tells us that the racial epithet, born of 
slavery, N’gresse was used to catalogue the statues. By some 
unfathomable calculus the term n’gresse is quickly passed over and the 
statues are revealed not have anything to do with slavery at all. They all 
are princesses, and “the issue could have been easily resolved by placing 
leaflets at the front door describing the provenance of the statues.”  The 
display of the statues at the Shelbourne Hotel is offensive because they 
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reject the notion of black dignity.  This rejection has the material effect of 
reproducing the racism of white supremacy over black here in Ireland.   

According to the former Minister of Justice, Michael McDowell SC, the 
statues should be returned because planning permission was not sought 
for their removal (Irish Times, 12 August 2020). Therefore, their removal 
was illegal. Ireland has a history of removing statues that offend the public 
sensibility without planning permission: The 1937 bombing of the George 
II monument; William of Orange was blown up in 1928 and removed in 
1929; In 1966, the top portion of Nelson’s pillar was blown up, and the 
imperialist statue of Nelson was removed from the spot from where it 
crashed to the ground in front of the GPO.  The “removal” coincided with 
the anniversary of the 1916 Rising. 

The Black Community in Ireland does not advocate violence. But the 
statues should not be returned to the Shelbourne. A “provenance 
pamphlet” is too small a fig leaf to cover the insult.  The statues should be 
moved to the National Museum where their provenance, connection to 
racism, and arguments for or against their value as a part of Irish Cultural 
History can be presented, contextualised and interrogated. 
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DISPOSABLE WORKERS: 
RESPONSES TO #BLM 
AND COVID 19 AS 
TEMPORARY 
DISRUPTION TO THE 
STATUS QUO  
EBUN JOSEPH, INSTITUTE OF 
ANTIRACISM AND BLACK STUDIES  

 

Storytelling is a powerful means of freeing others’ stories (Delgado, 
1989). The story of the killing of George Floyd in July 2020 freed 
many more stories. While the Black community stood in solidarity with 
the struggles in the US against police brutality, many across the 

Atlantic, including in Ireland, reinterpreted this killing and drew parallels 
between the knee on George Floyds neck and the experience of racism 
here in Ireland. These stories included the incarceration of people in the 
direct provision system (Baker, 2021; Lucey, 2020, Mfacto, 2020), racial 
abuse on the streets (Coyne, 2020) an education system that stifles and 
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chokes out knowledge of Black people and the African continent where 
teaching is at best about its struggles which further reinforces the age-old 
stereotypes of the African continent and its descendants as secondary, or 
less than (O’Kelly, 2020; Malekmian, 2020).  

I had hoped the public international outcry against the killing of George 
Floyd would lead to more compassion in Ireland towards people of 
African descent and other minority groups. Instead what we saw were 
calls for Traveller genocide on social media; Black people being 
questioned on if there was really racism in Ireland; Eamon Ryan’s use of 
the N Word in the Dail; Danny Healy-Rae and Cork Td, Michael Collins 
repeating the racist trope, ‘All lives matter’ in the Dail, which was also 
repeated by Lord Mayor of Cork Joe Kavanagh. In this piece, I want to 
reflect on the impact of the Black Lives Matter movement (BLM) on public 
and political responses in Ireland through the lens of the disposable 
worker. The workplace has been a particular repository for both learning 
responses, and for racism, in the wake of George Floyd’s death, and I 
suggest here that there is no clear distinction between these, since the 
learning of others has often been at the cost of the pain and trauma of 
those who experience racism. Public education has been another knee on 
our necks where I had to challenge the continued use of the N Word in 
Eurocentric syllabus in primary and secondary schools in Ireland, which 
can only ever produce distorted versions of history as we have in books 
like Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird and John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and 
Men (Joseph, 2020). 

‘MATTER IS THE MINIMUM’ PERFORMATIVE ALLYSHIP AFTER 
BLM 
After all the 2020 BLM protest which increased societal awareness of the 
reality of racism, the question remains about what has changed in Ireland. 
How have higher education institutions (HEIs), corporate establishments, 
government institutions and NGOs changed? While we believe and have 
joined the protest that Black Lives Matter, a social justice lens insists 
ensuring that Black lives matter should be the minimum request. After 
500 hundred years of enslavement of Black bodies, barely three months 
into the BLM global campaign against the public killing of George Floyd 
that swept from the United States across the Atlantic, counter claims that 
All Lives Matter erupted across the scene. Ireland started with the typical 
response to racism – denial and deflection by locating the problem of 
racism in the other, as something that only happened in the United States. 
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There were also many assertions that racialised policing, profiling and 
institutional racism were simply not relevant in Ireland.  

Stories once again proved powerful as the story that erupted emboldened 
many who took to the streets identifying with the knee on the neck 
through protests in front of the US embassy in Dublin and at community 
level recognising racism as a global phenomenon (see O'Keeffe, 2020; 
Coyne, 2020). These protests which declared silence as violence 
highlighted the mental bondage many are under, daily encounters with 
racist name calling and the absence of African culture in public domain.  
Members of MASI - Movement of Asylum Seekers in Ireland called for the 
abolition of the direct provision system which they described as ‘State-
sponsored poverty’ (ibid). Young people called for the mandatory teaching 
of Black history in schools. A petition started by Oluwaferanmi 
Emmanuella Akinsooto to President Michael D. Higgins raised over 10,000 
signatures. I also convened a number of webinars on ‘visible racism’ to 
open up public conversation on race and racism. While many of the white 
protesters seemed to locate the injustice in the US, Black protestors and 
their allies were focused on Ireland. What subsequently became obvious 
is the temporal nature of the response which turned out more reactionary 
than transformative.  

Many corporate, state and community organisations that had never 
facilitated conversations on antiracism launched educational events, with 
talks from Black staff and invited guests. They also paraded the Black 
bodies of work colleagues who had experienced racism to tell their 
stories. This attempt to fix 500 years of racism, with all of its structurally 
and institutionally embedded divisions, with superficial listening exercises 
(in many organisations weakly supported by ‘unconscious’ bias training) 
proved to be inadequate. It also created a problem of exposing Black 
bodies to the white gaze. While these stories raised awareness of the 
experiences of racism in Ireland, the lack of follow-up action in many 
organisations defeated the purpose, making them a temporary spectacle 
feeding white colleagues like a live reality show. If after the stories, 
actions that address racism in the workplace, like, inequity in the pipeline, 
lack of concrete steps to respond to reported racism and the managerial 
dismissal and carelessness to reports when made by minority employees 
in the workplace were addressed or put in place, that would have been a 
sign of progress. In too many cases, there were few efforts to make that 
kind of progress. The renewed exploitation of Black labour whereby Black 
people are expected to be passionate enough to educate organisations 
for free further fuelled the idea of emotional labour. 
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My first disquiet came when just a few months into the protests, unrest 
ensued among some groups about the attention on BLM. In a social 
media conversation I had with a self-professed ally, I was asked to include 
other discriminations. This again stirred the age-old oppression 
gymnastics. My rejoinder was that, ‘after almost 500 years of injustice and 
oppression, six months is not too much to talk about Black lives Matter!’ 
The performativeness of many allyships became obvious, where many 
allies sought to centre themselves in the struggle for Black lives rather 
than centring the struggle itself. This type of allyship that sought to be 
heard rather than for the struggle for Black lives to be heard consumed 
Black stories of racist violence, discrimination and racist labour market 
experiences without awareness of the trauma of revisiting experiences of 
racism.  

THE RESPONSIBILITY OF EDUCATING CITIZENS  
The main advice to people interested in addressing racism at the peak of 
the 2020 BLM protests was to educate themselves. This put responsibility 
on schools, businesses and employers to educate and inform their staff. 
Yet this is one area where we have seen the least commitment. Young 
people petitioned the state on including African history in schools. I have 
also called for the reimagining of Ireland that will see African history, Black 
Studies and Antiracism training integrated into the education system. The 
curriculum, the treatment of minority and international students and staff, 
and the failures to address racism in the workplace and classroom have 
largely remained unchanged and unchanging. Many schools, colleges 
and universities were amongst those institutions who expected migrant 
and Black people to provide the emotional labour for their ad hoc 
responses to these calls for education, and to be responsible and bear 
the cost for educating the society through voluntary labour. Black activists 
are routinely invited to share their stories, reveal their vulnerability, the 
pain and shame of being victims of racism. Yet there are real dangers that 
attend the public telling of stories of racism. The danger is that it can 
make them victims of gaslighting, denial, accusation of exaggerating, 
trolling or worse, with colleagues seeing them as objects of pity. 

SILENCE IN THE WORKPLACE  
When Black colleagues listened in workplaces after the BLM protests, 
what they heard was mostly a silence on racism. Despite the upheaval of 
the public killing of George Floyd, the silence when it comes to issues of 
race and Black lives is often blamed on fear of saying the wrong thing or 
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not knowing what to say. For example, some organisations produced 
diversity and inclusion or organisational position statements on Black lives 
matter without initiating any organisational changes. In many instances, I 
had reports from colleagues whose organisations, teams and colleagues 
had conversations about every topic including the mundane like the 
winning football teams/games, to mainstream marches like the water 
charge protests, same sex marriage protests and repeal the 8th. These 
same teams sat with their minority colleagues at team meetings month 
after months without acknowledging the killing of George Floyd, the 
protest or the shooting dead by Gardai of George Nkencho in Dublin on 
the 30th of December. The message is clear, not only that Black Lives do 
not matter, but also that Black colleagues do not matter.  

CAN THE WORKPLACE BE A PLACE OF CHANGE?  
With the migrant population making up 15% of the Irish workforce, how do 
we justify or feel comfortable working in an office where everyone is 
White? Secondary data in Ireland shows a higher unemployment rate 
among Black workers at (43-63%), compared to their White counterparts 
at 8-13% (depending on their nationality of descent) (CSO, 2016). This 
means the African Irish community in Ireland are 3-8 times more likely to 
be unemployed than their White counterparts. This puts not only the Black 
community, but other migrant groups in a vulnerable position with limited 
options when navigating the labour market. The convergence between 
the need for cheap but skilled labour and access to resources by migrants 
accounts for many of what is oftentimes described as success stories in 
the labour market, rather than individual merit within a meritocratic 
system. Critical race theory describes this process as Interest 
convergence—one of its tenet and analytical tool that allows for the micro-
level exploration of how certain groups end up at the bottom and others 
at the top. It posits that gains by minorities on employment equality may 
be seen as mere concessions, to the extent that they are not seen as a 
major disruption to a ‘normal’ way of life for the majority of Whites (DeCuir 
and Dixson, 2004: 29). It enables us investigate the power imbalance 
between groups; the privileged and disadvantaged; gainers and losers, 
and the criteria that promote this convergence of interest (Joseph, 2020b; 
134-5).  

I have argued (Joseph, 2020b) that interest convergence is problematic 
as a vehicle of mobility in Ireland for a number of reasons. First, workers of 
migrant background will experience immense challenges in accessing 
roles that reflect their skills and their highest academic level, or with the 
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same working conditions as members of the host community, or roles the 
host community finds attractive and do not consider it a gain to have 
migrants in those roles. Secondly, there is a temporary and dispensable 
attitude towards migrants, especially when a new cohort of workers 
willing to accept employment with even more minimal rewards becomes 
available, which can present migrants as ‘economic commodities’ rather 
than as social beings (Lentin, 2004). It is for reasons such as these that 
CRT theorists insist that advancements such as the civil rights gains are 
superfluous, and can easily be rolled back (Bell, 1980). Contrary to labour 
market reports of migrants progressing on to paid employment, the real 
stories of the reasons and conditions under which these gains occur are 
silenced (Joseph, 2020b: 136). The notion of interest convergence, 
advanced by Derrick Bell (1980), originated from the scepticism within 
communities of colour towards civil rights gains in the 1960s US. That 
scepticism is warranted here in Ireland.  

WHY ARE ESSENTIAL WORKERS DISPOSABLE?  
The pandemic highlighted several forms of racism in the labour market 
which already existed, but have become not only exclusionary, but deadly.  
Before the arrival of the Keeling workers in Ireland in 2020, alt right 
protesters were already calling for ‘Ireland for the Irish.’ This obviously 
racist trope targeted minority workers who because of the shortage of 
staff during Covid19 were being celebrated as essential workers, their 
experiences however showed them as simply essential to work. While 
only 40 Irish workers were reported to have applied for the jobs to pick 
the strawberry harvest before it rots, the 189 Bulgarian fruit pickers who 
flew in to Dublin from Sofia on a chartered plane, were met with far-right 
protests that foreigners were taking Irish jobs, and they were also the 
subject of much public racism, blamed for travelling more than 2km and 
not social distancing on the flight. The main ‘innuendo was that dirty 
foreigners could bring disease into Ireland’ (Paul, 2020).  

Migrant workers in general and seasonal migrant workers, in particular, 
are vulnerable to exploitation. Such exploitation is widespread in the food 
production sector and not just in Ireland. The government quickly 
categorised food production as an essential service and allowed flights 
carrying seasonal fruit pickers to arrive in Ireland. The arrival of migrant 
fruit pickers from Bulgaria would probably have gone unnoticed by most 
people if not for the global health emergency. They risked their health to 
provide for their families, engaging in seasonal farm work in another 
country – something with which generations of Irish people are familiar. 
And evidence from the agri-food sector across Ireland shows the level of 
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exploitation which seasonal workers endure, in lack of access to 
contracts, docked pay, severed employment leaving them homeless, and 
the lack of access to medical care during work. These workers are placed 
in a difficult situation not of their making but by their employers and the 
same Irish government that called them essential workers. 

Similarly, many of the people stuck in the direct provision (DP) system 
seeking asylum in Ireland were heavily impacted by the combined effect 
of Covid 19 and the pandemic of racism through racist policies which 
keeps them incarcerated in some cases for up to 14 years (Mfacto, 2020). 
These hidden victims of both pandemics have become the next set to be 
used as disposable workers in Ireland. Despite being housed in spaces 
where they share bathroom, common space and kitchen facilities, with 
many transported in the same bus with Covid positive cases, children 
living in the same room with Covid positive parents who lacked facilities to 
isolate while recovering, these unsafe living environments and 
arrangements are not new. The Covid pandemic only made the danger in 
these arrangements more visible. While this has made the direct provision 
centre a Covid hotspot, a 25% positive rate is not a surprise (Lucey, 2020). 
The same workers who are deemed essential in high-risk settings in terms 
of their contributions to health care and to food production (a number of 
asylum seekers work in meat factories across the country) are not 
deemed to matter when it comes to preventing the spread of the virus. 
They are invisible most of the time, their lives do not matter.  

What is apparent is how the convergence of need from many of those in 
the DP system to show their value and contribution to the nation in its 
time of need which was met with hand-clapping, this valuing of their work 
was short lived as the end of the second wave of Covid19 saw many of 
these same ‘essential workers’ issued with deportation orders. The 
temporality of their value became evident, confirming them as disposable 
workers essential to work, and not essential workers. This has led to calls 
for fast track citizenship by doctors of migrant descent in Ireland, such as 
the campaign by Moshin Kamal, a trainee registrar in paediatric infectious 
disease from Pakistan, that has called for the fast tracking of citizenship 
for healthcare workers. But many of those essential workers in low paid 
precarious social care work, in nursing homes and private homes, have no 
such campaign. No greater security is afforded to the seasonal workers 
coming to Ireland to pick strawberries in summer 2021. No greater 
protections are afforded to the workers in the meat factories that are 
experiencing recurrent Covid reinfections, or the agri-food sector where 
exploitation is rife.  Despite all of the stories of racism we heard in 2021, it 
is obvious that there are still lives that do not matter in Ireland, and the 

26



low-paid precarious and invisible end of the labour market is where we 
find many of them.  

The hypervisibility of these particular workers during Covid19 and after 
Black Lives Matter is not a measure of progress, but a feature of the 
structural racism which binds them into these corners of the labour 
market. Just like the isolation and segregation of those who live in Direct 
Provision, the exploitation of seasonal workers in the agri-food sector is 
sustained and facilitated by measures which treat migrant workers 
differently to other workers and cut them off from the communities in 
which they live and work. 

REFLECTIONS  
Racism is a shaming experience. In Ireland, racism is often presented as 
time bound activities rather than as a systemic feature of Irish society. The 
convergence of the pandemic of racism and Covid19 revealed the cracks 
in all our systems as the experience of the groups at the bottom of the 
ladder dashed any hope that the BLM protests would lead to more 
compassion in Ireland towards the African Irish community and other 
minority groups. Rather their invisibility in the places of decision making 
and power was greatly contrasted with their hyper visibility in relation to 
the systematic oppression that assails Black people and minorities in 
society, and in the labour market. The attendant exploitation of being 
forced into recounting one’s trauma, exploitation, disposability, and the 
fact that Black workers are only ever visible in key moments, and hidden 
the rest of the time raises questions. What will an inclusive space look 
like? This is for all of us to work on. When we say Black Lives Matter, I 
hope we know that for us as a society to accept that Black Lives Matter is 
the minimum demand.  
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MÍLE FÁILTE? 
DISCRIMINATION IN THE 
IRISH RENTAL HOUSING 
MARKET TOWARDS 
BLACK APPLICANTS 
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T he killing of George Floyd and many others in 2020 brought the 
Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement back to international headlines, 
prompting global protests against racial discrimination and police 
brutality towards Black people in the United States (US). It became one 

of the largest protests in the US history (Buchanan, et al., 2020) followed 
by global protests, including those in Ireland. While the BLM movement 
first gained prominence in 2013, its resurgence in 2020 began new 
conversations on racism, discrimination, and injustices towards Black 
people. In the Irish context, several demonstrations of solidarity with the 
BLM movement took place and personal stories of racism experienced by 
Black people were highlighted in the Irish media (Awonusi, 2020; Kenny, 
2020).  
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However, despite the growing awareness of issues, inequality and 
discrimination faced by Black people in Ireland, the BLM movement has 
been perceived as primarily a movement which is aimed at highlighting 
state racism and police violence in the US. In this article I argue that 
racism and discrimination, particularly towards Black people, are 
widespread in Ireland and thus the ‘Black Lives Matter ‘movement is as 
relevant here as it is in the US. In this article I discuss a recent experiment 
I conducted on ethnic discrimination in the Irish rental housing market 
which shows the prevalence of discrimination towards Black applicants 
(Gusciute, et al., 2020). 

According to the 2016 Irish Census, over 64,400 of respondents identified 
as Black or Black Irish (CSO,2020). Regarding migration, Nigerians 
represent the largest group of African migrants in Ireland; constituting 
approximately 28 per cent of all African nationals in Ireland and 1 per cent 
of all foreign nationals (CSO, 2017). Ethnic and racial discrimination, which 
can be defined as ‘unequal treatment of individuals or groups on the 
basis of their race or ethnicity’ (Pager and Shepherd, 2008:182), is 
unlawful under the Equal Status Act (2000-2018) and prohibited by 
international bodies. However empirical studies indicate that 
discrimination towards ethnic minorities is prevalent in Ireland (McGinnity 
et al., 2006, Bond et al., 2010). McGinnity et al. (2017) found that Black 
respondents are five times more likely to report discrimination in 
accessing services  in comparison to White Irish respondents. Most recent 1

data from the Central Statistics Office (CSO) indicate that non-white ethnic 
minorities were the main group to report experiencing discrimination in 
accessing services (CSO,2019). 

Self-reports of discrimination are a useful research method to measure 
discrimination, however they are subjective and may be inaccurate 
(McGinnity et al., 2012). The reports depend on respondents being aware 
of discriminatory behaviour towards them and as a result the extent of 
discrimination may be underestimated. In addition, many forms of 
discrimination are likely to be covert and subtle (Pager and Shepherd, 
2008). This is particularly relevant in accessing services such as rented 
accommodation as prospective tenants may not know the reason for 
unsuccessful applications. A field experiment can show direct evidence of 
discrimination and is less likely to suffer from social desirability bias as the 

 This may refer to discrimination experienced in shops, pubs or restaurants, using the services of banks, 1

insurance companies or financial institutions, education, looking for housing or accommodation, 
accessing health services, using transport services, accessing other public services and/or in contact with 
An Garda Síochána (CSO, 2019). 
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prospective landlords are not aware that their overt or covert 
discrimination is being measured. 

The experiment discussed here consisted of sending out equivalent 
emails to landlords from applicants with Irish, Polish and Nigerian names 
via the accommodation search website Daft.ie and requesting to view an 
apartment. The rate of discrimination was measured by the type of 
response received to each email . Results of the experiment reveal the 2

presence of ethnic discrimination as applicants with Irish names are 
significantly more likely to be invited to view an apartment than applicants 
with non-Irish names (Gusciute, et al., 2020). The results are in line with 
similar experiments carried out in the US and other European countries 
(Flage, 2018) but also with an Irish experiment in the labour market 
(McGinnity and Lunn, 2011). However, while the labour market experiment 
did not find a statistically significant difference in the discrimination rate 
between ethnic minorities, in the housing market (McGinnity and Lunn, 
2011), we found evidence of a hierarchy of acceptance.  

Applicants with Polish, and 
thus most likely White and 
European sounding names, 
were significantly preferred to 
applicants with Nigerian, and 
thus most likely Black and/or 
African sounding names. Out 
of all invitations to view an 
apartment only 25 percent 
were received by Nigerian 
applicants (Gusciute, et al., 
2020). This indicates that the 
extent of discrimination varies 
between different markets and 
may be more pronounced 
w h e n m o r e ‘ p e r s o n a l ’ 
resources are being allocated. 

The experiment also included controls for employment, as one’s financial  
capabilities would be one of the key concerns for prospective landlords. 
However stating professional status did not reduce discrimination towards 
Nigerian applicants thus signalling a presence of ‘taste based’ (Becker, 
1957) discrimination which is based on racism or xenophobia rather than 

 For detailed information on the experimental design see Gusciute, et al. (2020).2
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insufficient information (such as their employment status or ability to pay 
rent) about the prospective tenant . 3

Hierarchy of acceptance towards different ethnic groups is well 
documented (Hagendoorn, 1993; Ford,2011) and generally ethnic groups 
which are more similar are preferred over other groups. For example, 
Hickman and Ryan (2020) argue that in Britain, Irish migrants are not seen 
as “proper” migrants due to their whiteness and presumed cultural 
similarity. The hierarchy of acceptance is also closely linked to intergroup 
bias (Hewstone et al., 2002) where resources such as housing may be 
allocated to one’s own ethnic group or a group which is perceived to be 
ethnically and culturally similar. What does the housing experiment 
illustrate about racism in Irish society? It provides concrete evidence of 
discrimination, solely based on applicant’s name and by extension their 
ethnicity. Throughout the experiment when Nigerian applicants did 
receive an invitation to view an apartment they were more likely to be 
asked additional questions about their income and employment than 
applicants with White sounding names. Nigerian applicants were also 
more likely to be given less preferential times to view an apartment, were 
assigned to open rather than individual viewings and received less 
detailed emails regarding the property than both Irish and Polish 
applicants.  

The preference for Irish, followed by Polish tenants indicates a presence 
of social hierarchy in Ireland regarding ethnicity and race. Byrne 
(2014:253) argues that in Ireland some migrants can ‘elevate 
[themselves]… beyond the taxonomy of immigration’, provided that they 
belong to an upper social class and are White. This is evident in the 
existing quantitative research too as studies continuously show that Black 
people are more likely to experience discrimination in a wide range of 
areas (McGinnity, et al., 2017; McGinnity, et al., 2018). While discrimination 
on the basis of ethnicity and race is against Irish law, research like the 
experiment discussed here shows that discrimination not only exists but 
that different sub-groups are more likely to be discriminated against; 
particularly in markets where detection is hard and not monitored. 

If one ‘…define[s] situations as real, they are real in their 
consequences’ (Thomas and Thomas, 1928: 572). The growing evidence 
in literature which shows the prevalence of discrimination towards Black 
Irish and Black migrants is a significant concern. Discrimination results not 

 See statistical discrimination (Phelps, 1972) versus ‘taste-based’ discrimination (Becker, 1957). 3
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only in difficulty in accessing services or securing housing and 
employment but in much wider inequalities and social consequences for 
individuals and their respective societies. To imagine that Ireland is a ‘land 
of a thousand welcomes’ and that we do not have problems of racism and 
racial discrimination is naïve, incorrect and perilous. The BLM movement 
is as relevant in Ireland as it is in other parts of the world. While legislative 
protection is important, we also need to start having more honest 
conversations about racism in Ireland so that we can start to make 
progress in reducing and eliminating racial discrimination and challenging 
the status quo to ensure that Irish society is truly welcoming to all and not 
a select few. 
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STAY AT UNHOME: 
ASYLUM SEEKERS’ 
STRUGGLES IN 
DOMESTIC SPACES OF 
HEIM(S) IN GERMANY 
MASTOUREH FATHI  AND TORAJ 1

SOLEIMANI 
 

I f there was one message during the COVID-19 pandemic that resonated 
mostly with an ‘assumption of equality’, it was the ‘Stay at Home’ 
message which generated popular hashtags in social media globally 
and in different languages . Those who stay home were hailed as 2

heroes . The message simply invites us to stay at a place supposedly with 3

facilities that can accommodate the person within its boundaries in order 
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 ‘Coronavirus: German government hails couch potatoes in a video’: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-3

europe-54959871
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to observe social distancing in the social sphere. While this is a logical 
idea, what is inherent within the message is the assumption that home is a 
place where one stays safe, secure and happy. The underlying implication 
of the right to home during the pandemic revealed the structural racial 
inequalities that still permeates developed countries as was also argued 
publicly by the Black Lives Matter movement.  
 

In this short piece, we challenge this idea by debating how home, as a 
place of warmth and safety, not just during the COVID-19 pandemic but in 
general, is not always available to people. We come to write this piece 
from two different positions, one of us is an academic woman working in 
Ireland and the other a political activist and asylum seeker man living in 
Germany, both originally from Iran but having different experiences of the 
‘stay at home’ message. In our discussion that led to this collaboration, we 
both believed that the phrase ‘stay at home’ was not an inclusive one and 
excluded particular population groups in European societies (the context 
of authors’ lives and this piece). The message assumes that ‘home’ is a 
place of dwelling, or a shelter that everyone has access to. We aim to 
deconstruct its components to show that the criticism of assuming home 
as a safe space is not just a pandemic-related ‘finding’ but also a relatively 
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Image one – Outside a heim in Germany 
“Only those who have a home, can stay at home”



neglected aspect within home studies and home and belonging literature 
which also needs further reflection.  

From the vast literature on ‘home’ in sociology and human geography, we 
realise the complexities that are involved in understanding the notion of 
home (see, Ahmed et al., 2003; Blunt and Dowling, 2006; Boccagni, 2017; 
Lloyd and Vasta, 2017; Miranda-Nieto, 2020). Home as a place of 
belonging, is mostly where one feels safe and secure. The place is also 
associated with having control over the settings (Boccagni, 2017) and 
being in the company of familiar people with whom home-making 
practices become meaningful (Walsh, 2011). Home-in-migration could be a 
contradictory socially constructed composition as home (historically) has 
been associated with rootedness and a sedentary state of living 
manifested by building structural dwellings or acquiring land as material 
acts of home-making. In contrast, migration is linked to movements, 
uprootings and journeys that one paves in search of new homes as 
Ahmed et al. (2003) argue. The sedentary home and mobile home have 
shared characteristics and in essence, they are not that different. Much of 
the discussion on home and home-in-migration refer us to the importance 
of the sense of belonging to a place of living (Antonsich, 2011), to the 
feelings that are attached to the presence within that space, relationships 
to others, materialities, but also to connections we make to  the larger 
societal spheres of our lives. As Boccagni (2017) notes, ‘life events such 
as international migration shows how fictious that expected permanency 
[of a home] is in practice’ (pp: 72-73). But one needs to remember that 
even though a sense of permanency is implied within the notion of home, 
it refers to a deeper need: to have continuity in the making of a home.  

So, the sense of belonging and place attachments, as two key notions 
mostly attributed to home refer us to a third aspect of home: ‘boundaries 
of home’.  Where do we draw the line to between ‘home’ and ‘unhome’? 
In other words, separating places based on the material characteristics of 
the place and our feelings and emotions about them, can provide a basic 
tool to distinguish where home is and where it is not. However, such 
distinction for creating a boundary of home and unhome only works when 
one has the luxury of calling a place as home or unhome. It is not possible 
for all people to create such a boundary as drawing a line to demarcate a 
homely space is about having the choice of at least two spaces to 
compare in relation to this feeling. Our argument here is that there are 
unhomes that are counted as home, because there is no other choice. We 
propose that we need to start using unhome as a noun (rather than an 
adjective) in order to refer to a space where: Firstly one has no choice but 
to stay there; secondly, is devoid of any physical and material 
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independence and finally is excluded from the social settings of the 
society.   

HEIM: AN UNHOME IN DISPLACEMENT  
Heim in German means home. However, Heim(s) are also the names given 
to residential complexes that the German government has provisioned to 
accommodate asylum seekers (similar to Direct Provision centres in 
Ireland). These temporary accommodations are available to asylum 
seekers until their applications for refugee status is determined. Rooms 
within a heim are shared between 2-3 people and kitchens and 
bathrooms are shared among residents of up to 10 rooms. Heims in 
general are cold and unwelcoming places that do not offer what is 
expected from a home. Touraj Soleimani’s narratives of a heim where he 
currently lives in Germany was reminiscent of narratives Mastoureh 
collected in her research with refugees in Ireland when refugee men 
recalled their experiences of residing in Direct Provision centres. Similar 
characteristics of cold, unhomely and devoid of physical and emotional 
contacts are also reported about Direct Provision centres in Ireland – 
structures which are used to host asylum seekers for a temporary period 
but lack adequate standard of housing (Breen, 2008). In our discussion, 
Touraj, referred to three distinct spatial elements in heim as an unhome: 

1.Lack of choice  
Most asylum seekers in Germany must stay in heims during the time they 
are waiting for the outcome of their refugee application. This does not 
mean that they cannot rent a place outside a heim. However, due to 
several reasons they mostly stay in a heim out of necessity: firstly, rents in 
the private housing market are not affordable for most asylum seekers; 
secondly, the maximum duration of a job contract for an asylum seeker is 
six months. This is too short to guarantee a steady rental payment to the 
landlord, so their unwillingness to rent a place to an asylum seeker. 
Thirdly, if one gives up their accommodation in a heim, it is very difficult to 
acquire one again, if the resident plans to return. So, the worries of 
becoming homeless, if one decides to leave, stops an asylum seeker from 
acquiring other accommodation outside heims.  The combination of these 
factors forces one to stay in one place and such lack of choice as a key 
feature of forced migration would hardly elicit a feeling of being ‘at home’ 
home’. Instead, the feeling becomes a luxury for displaced people 
(Kabachnick et al., 2010).  
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2. Lack of control over space  
Living in heims means asylum seekers are using shared facilities . Asylum 4

seekers’ feelings about the place always accompanied with experiencing 
of being intruded upon. They do not have the key to the door of their 
place . Similarly, in Ireland, asylum seekers who live in Direct Provision 5

system are denied autonomy by enforcing food provision within the 
centre (O’Reilly, 2020, p. 164). If residents of heim plan to spend a few 
days outside the heim, they must report this upon leaving. Such 
surveillance methods constantly remind residents that they do not have 
control of the space. Touraj argues, ‘in the absence of more fundamental 
rights, such as the right to stay, the right to plan for your life [in Germany], 
other things have cosmetic effects’. He refers to small attempts to making 
the place a bit homely by growing plants and attaching pictures on the 
walls [see images 2]. The lack of ‘fundamental rights’, or what Yuval-Davis 

 This caused widespread coronavirus transmission within heims and some such centres were placed in 4

quarantine: https://www.france24.com/en/europe/20201121-it-s-not-easy-covid-19-crisis-threatens-
refugees-integration-in-berlin

 Such problem with DP centres has been identified in Ireland. A recent proposal was submitted to the 5

government to offer accommodation within community to asylum seekers after three months. Due to 
housing shortage, this may not actualise for some time: https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/asylum-
seekers-would-be-given-own-door-accommodation-after-three-months-under-ambitious-direct-provision-
proposal-39651296.html
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calls ‘spatial belonging’ (see Yuval-Davis, 2006) bestows only a state of 
l imbo l i v ing , no t a p lace o f be long ing . The ‘permanent 
impermanence’ (Brun, 2012) in Touraj’s case refers to these multiple 
ruptures that haunt fragile and vulnerable refugees and displaced 
people’s experiences of unhome. On one hand, heims (and Direct 
Provision centres in Ireland) do not offer the control that is expected from 
a homely place and on the other, they place an individual in constant 
tension between the emotional turmoil of the past and anxieties of the 
future. As O’Reilly (2020, pp: 137-138) argues:  

The policies that structure Direct Provision have located it, and the people 
who reside in it for varying lengths of time, in an ‘in-between space’, 
between inclusion and exclusion, between hospitality and hostility, 
between citizenship and non-citizenship and between place and non-
place. 

Such policies need to be read within a wider European approach to 
asylum housing and home provision as O’Reilly (2020) rightly argues. 
Since the 2015, migration policies in EU has been framing around the 
control and management of migration, which contradicts with the welfare 
policies and mandates within the European Union member states. In any 
case, lack of control over the accommodation is placed at the heart of 
accommodation provision for asylum seekers, creating an in-between 
boundaryless space whereby a sense of place attachment that typically 
accompanies the sense of control of a place gets overshadowed by the 
assumed ‘practicality’ of the place in refugee shelters. 

3. Absence of people  
Heims are unhome as they are not positioned within the fabric of the 
society. Such description is evident from the Irish experience of secluding 
asylum seekers within Direct Provision centres – often in isolated rural 
areas - and various integration problems residents face. During the 
pandemic, three people within Touraj’s heim were tested positive with 
COVID-19 virus. All residents were subsequently quarantined inside their 
rooms for 14 days, whilst Touraj and some other men were taken to 
another heim to be quarantined for 14 days. He equated the experiences 
of being quarantined in another heim to being imprisoned. He said: ‘I have 
the experience of being imprisoned in Iran, this one [being quarantined 
inside another heim] was much worse’. His only interactions during this 
time were with a security guard who was sitting at a distance and would 
shout at anyone trying to leave their room. The sense of loneliness and 
unbelonging is evident in his account. A fundamental aspect of the 
relationship of a person to his or her home is residential history 
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(Lawrence, 1985, p. 130). Residential history could be created short term. 
Touraj’s fragile place attachment with the first heim was shattered further 
by being forced to quarantine in another location. Even though the first 
heim was an unhome, being sent to a different one, without clothes or the 
basic belongings for this group of asylum seekers posed a more hostile 
environment because of the absence of other heim residents whom they 
knew. The relationship we make to a place we call home develops in 
multiple directions but as Somerville (1997) and Allen (2008) argue, it 
mainly revolves around the co-presence with significant others. 
Conclusion 

We argued that we should use the word unhome to refer to homes that 
have three main characteristics: Firstly the ones that are the result of no 
other choice; secondly, are devoid of any physical and material 
independence and finally are places that are excluded from other people. 
We argue that negative characteristics of an unhome are similarly 
experienced in different contexts (Germany and Ireland). The negative 
characteristics of an unhome evoke our fundamental needs that were only 
assumed in the message: ‘stay safe at home’. The message conveys the 
idea that experiencing the same space in the same way is shared. In 
unequal societies experiences of exclusion and marginalisation are 
interrelated with experiences of inclusion and privilege as the definition of 
home itself implies these characteristics: physical comforts which comes 
with feelings of security, control over the space, and being in company of 
familiar people. When these are removed from a person’s life situation, a 
message such as ‘stay at home’ only conjures further feelings of 
desperation and loneliness. We argue that limitations imposed on 
marginalised groups is discriminatory and they undermine the 
fundamentals that are necessary to reach equality.  
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LIMINALITY AND MODERN 
RACISM  
AMIN SHARIFI ISALOO, UNIVERSITY 
COLLEGE CORK 

 

T he police killing of George Floyd, which has triggered anti-racism 
protests in the US and around the world, reminded us immediately of 
two of the most shameful eras of racism. First, the Atlantic slave trade 
which is more categorised as the old racism. Second, the Civil Rights 

Movement from 1955 until the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr which 
led to the 1968 anti-racism protests in our so-called modern time.  

This paper employs two complementary terms such as liminality and 
trickster to analyse the killing of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter 
(BLM) movement. The term liminality, which refers to any situation or 
object being betwixt and between (Turner 1967), enables us to perceive 
the way in which uncertainty can emerge (Szakolczai 2013). In American 
Indian mythology the trickster (wakdjunkaga in Winnebago language) 
‘possesses no values, moral or social, is at the mercy of his passions and 
appetites, yet through his actions all values come into being’ (Radin 1956: 
ix). He uses ‘force and trickery to obtain all he wants’ (ibid: 156). In the so-
called modern or advanced societies, political actors utilise all possible 
tricks to form the public sphere. They use symbols, images, signs, 
narratives, words and rhetoric to manipulate and control the crowd to 
reach their pre-planned goal. Indeed, they are tricksters rather than 
political leaders. 

Floyd’s death on May 25 illustrated again that all images and symbols 
used by the political actors in the US to express aspects of social life are 
masked by conventional concepts of modernisation and rationalisation. 
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This means, the political actors protect their self-interests by decorating 
their rhetoric, speeches, messages, behaviour and actions with pleasant 
words such as democracy, human rights, equality and freedom. In other 
words, they form the public sphere by using words and phrases, which 
have usually powerful emotive forces, to serve their own self-interests. 

LIMINALITY 
The liminal time or the term liminality, which was developed by Turner 
(1967), may be understood as characterising the second stage of rites of 
passage: a transition period and a temporary break from the normal and 
daily life (Turner 1982). However, if this break becomes boundless, then, 
according to Szakolczai (2000), a permanent state of liminality will occur. 
The term ‘permanent liminality’ was introduced by Szakolczai, building on 
Turner’s cues which aimed to discover areas in social science that were 
affected by modernisation. The liminality and trickster terms lead us to 
understand how the political actors’ performances have left African-
Americans in a permanent liminality and how political actors used the 
political stage to wangle, fudge and misrepresent the people of colour or 
black people. 

The BLM  movement was internationally propelled by the death of George 
Floyd in another case of police brutality against a black American. If the 
US political actors wanted to diminish any racism, prejudice or  
discrimination, there was no need for the BLM movement in the US. 
Indeed, most of the political actors in the US have never used their power 
to eradicate the treatment of others based on their race or/and ethnicity. 
Therefore, the people of colour are left in liminality. The liminal time create 
the best stage and opportunity for tricksters to perform. Below are two 
examples to demonstrate how the political actors helped to leave black 
people in a prolonged or permanent liminality.  

First, as DuVernay & Moran (2016) shows in the documentary: The 13th, the 
discussion on how the War on Crime or Drugs fuelled discrimination in 
America. Richard Nixon’s, the 37th president of the United States (1969–
74), decision to fight this war led to the increase of black people in 
prisons. Later, the War on Drugs, which was popularised by President 
Ronald Reagan (1981-1989), resulted in mass incarceration within the 
African American community in the US. The war on drugs focused on 
minority groups, particularly black people, within America. The 13th 
documentary illustrates how these political actors decided to tackle the 
drug addiction, drug use and drug possession as a crime issue rather than 
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a health issue. Nixon's “war on drugs” which was morphed into a literal 
war during Ronald Reagan’s presidency led to the start of the mass 
incarceration epidemic currently facing the US. Their decision created a 
prolonged liminality rather than a temporary liminality and led gradually 
the black population to face a permanent liminality.  

The 13th Amendment of the U.S Constitution which passed in 1865 states 
that ‘Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for 
crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within 
the United States’. Embedded in this amendment is the exploitation of 
criminals as slaves. ‘The 13th exposes how immediately after this 
amendment was pronounced, African Americans who were formerly 
“property” were arrested for exceptionally minor crimes. This resulted in 
the beginning of mass incarceration in the United States, which essentially 
created liminality to make African Americans slaves  once again under the 
modernity flag. In other words, slavery only changed by definition and a 
modern slavery created, particularly in the prison system. The sentences 
for possession of drugs became extremely high especially for black 
people since they were already associated with being criminals (Kautt & 
Spohn, 2002). In this way, the political actors’ decisions never allowed the 
black community to complete the transition stage and to enter into a new 
stage of life similar to white people’s social life. 

Second, Donald Trump’s tweet (below) reminded people during the 2016 
Presidential Election that Hillary Clinton once referred to African-American 
youth as “super predators”.  

The “super predators” term was used in Hillary Clinton’s speech in 1996 in 
New Hampshire for supporting of the 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act, which Bill Clinton had signed in to law. When she was 
running for president in 2016, Hillary Clinton was pressed by anti-racism 
movements, such as BLM, to apologise for using “super predators” 20 
years before. 

Trump also used the same statement in his final debate with Joe Biden. 
Trump expressed that “He (Biden) called them super predators”. While 
there is no record of Biden using the phrase, much of the harsh anti-crime 
legislation embraced by both parties in the 1990s continues to be a hot-
button issue to this day (Bogert 2020). 

Trump, who has criticised Hillary Clinton and Joe Biden for using the term 
“super predators”, has himself used statements that are problematic. For 
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example, he has frequently use the language of incitement to violence, 
and indeed the language of lynching, at rallies. In just one such example, 
he told a 2016 Northern Carolina rally, “in the good old days this doesn’t 
happen because they used to treat them very, very rough. And when they 
(protestors) protested once, you know, they would not do it again so 
easily” (Butler 2016; Rushdy, 2020). Another example is his reaction to the 
violence in Charlottesville and Virginia. After the deadly violence in 
Charlottesville and Virginia in August 11th and 12th 2017 Trump blamed both 
sides, appearing to once again equate the actions of white supremacist 
groups and those protesting them. This means that Trump accepts the 
KKK, neo-Nazis and white supremacists march in public places and he 
finds those marches equal to a peaceful movement such as the BLM 
movement. Indeed, Trump and most of presidents of the US have 
somehow ignored that the marchers chant racist and antisemitic slogans 
and carry weapons, Nazi and neo-Nazi symbols, and other symbols of 
various past and present anti-Muslim and antisemitic groups. Indeed, the 
political actors in the US have not only accepted (directly and indirectly) 
those tricksters, who are using symbols and images associated with 
racism to form the public sphere, but also themselves transformed to a 
trickster. They employ obviously all possible tricks to form the public 
sphere to win people’s votes. 

BLACK LIVES MATTER 
Floyd died on May 25 after a policeman knelt on his neck for nearly nine 
minutes. He was killed by white police in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA, 
but his voice “I cannot breathe” is circulated, particularly by the BLM 
movement, to the whole world. To end such practices and to fight against 
the permanent liminality, Floyd’s death sparked nationwide calls for 
policing reforms which led by the BLM movement.  

The footage and photographs of protest were disturbing, the police drove 
an SUV into the protesters, tossed journalists to the ground and pepper-
sprayed them, beat people with batons and even blinded a woman in one 
eye (Robinson 2020). As protests for racial justice continued in the US, 
the BLM movement, which was initiated in 2013, returned to national 
headlines and gained further international attention. However, political 
actors, such as Trump, who were always employing words such as 
democracy, human rights, freedom, etc. in their rhetoric did not take the 
necessary measures for policing reform to end liminality and killing 
innocent black people. Nonetheless, the Biden-Trump debates, 
particularly their last debate and their comments on “super predators”, 
showed that the BLM movement and other anti-racism movements can 
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change the political actors’ behaviour and at least can prevent them from 
using statements, symbols and rhetoric against black people.  

After the BLM movement gained the international attention, some Media 
outlets that coined the term ‘super-predators’ to describe  black  alleged  
criminals (Bogert 2020) also began to apologise. Few media outlets have 
apologised for “super predators”. The Los Angeles Times, which used 
“super predator” more than any other major newspaper, conceded that 
“an insidious problem ... has marred the work of the Times for much of its 
history … a blind spot, at worst an outright hostility, for the city’s nonwhite 
population”. But it was hardly alone in branding a generation of young 
men of colour as animals and paving the way for harsher juvenile justice 
(ibid). This demonstrate that the BLM movement must continue expanding 
its national and international awareness and activities until black people 
exit liminality that created by the political actors and tricksters.  

CONCLUSION  
Racism is an institutionalised and structural category, particularly in the 
United States, and even if a black person becomes president, it does not 
end there. Black people are left in a permanent liminality which is created 
through the education system, the health system, the police, the security 
services , the judiciary and the executive powers. The political actors, 
such as Trump, have usually shown a green light to racism. We must elect 
a political leader who brings peace and reconciliation rather than conflict 
and adversity. 

The rise of the so-called Western civilisation and its tragic effects are still 
visible today in the form of racial discrimination against black people in 
various forms. The killing of George Floyd is just one of them. There must 
be an end and the West must stop turning a blind eye to these violations 
and the intolerable humanitarian situation, otherwise all of the  symbols 
with which the US and the West in general are presenting themselves will 
fall, and they will tear apart the image they had created about themselves.  
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BLACK LIVES MATTER 
AND HIGHER EDUCATION 
IN IRELAND 
BRÍD NÍ CHONAILL, TU DUBLIN 

 

T he killing of George Floyd in May 2020 instigated a wave of Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) protests, not just in the United States but across the 
globe. One of the consequences of the BLM movement has been ‘the 
naming of racism as an issue’ (Crickley, 2020), this ‘multifaceted 

phenomenon’ that operates at different levels, not just the individual but 
also structural and institutional levels (Garner, 2017). This article will argue 
that the BLM movement has called for a long overdue response on the 
part of the Irish higher education sector to issues of race, racism and 
racial inequalities on campus. There is a paucity of Irish research on the 
experience of Black students in the Irish higher education sector (notable 
exception Darby 2020). What the aftermath of the BLM movement has 
highlighted is that ‘race still matters’ to paraphrase Lentin (2020). While 
there is much to be written on the topic, this short article will focus on one 
issue, namely Black students and the absence of focus in terms of policy 
and consequently data, on their experiences and outcomes in Irish higher 
education, an issue which urgently needs to be addressed.   

INEQUALITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
Equality has gained importance in legislative terms in the Irish context. 
The Equal Status Acts 2000-2018 prohibit educational establishments 
from discriminating on nine grounds, including race. More recently, 
Section 42 of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 
introduced a legal obligation, the Public Sector Equality and Human 
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Rights Duty, on public bodies to ‘eliminate discrimination’, ‘promote 
equality’ and ‘protect the human rights of its members, staff and the 
persons to whom it provides services’, in this case students. In terms of 
higher education, equality features both in the Qualifications (Education 
and Training) Act 1999, relevant to the Institutes of Technologies and the 
further education sector, and the Universities Act (1997). Furthermore, ‘the 
attainment of equality of opportunity in higher education’ has been part of 
the Higher Education Authority’s (HEA) remit since its inception (HEA, 
2018: 3). However, the black voices that emerged in response to the BLM 
describe a gap between policy and practice. 

Ireland witnessed a voicing of experiences of racism, particularly from 
young Black people through social media channels, with education, 
including higher education named as a site: ‘College is supposed to be a 
place of learning. There is no excuse to why people should still harbour 
racist thoughts. There should be no excuse for racism in a third level 
institution’ (Osikoya and Ndahiro, 2020). Yet examples from the lived 
experiences of the black community in Ireland included ‘a series after 
series of racist microaggressions’ (Osikoya and Ndahiro, 2020), notably 
the removal of electronics by house mates when a Black friend visited. 
Adeleye et al. (2020) also gave voice to Black students’ experiences of 
racism on campus in Ireland, from staff in some instances, which were not 
addressed. Black students described how they are disproportionally 
checked for identification and Black students on medical courses felt 
unprepared to deal with the racism they encounter on placement: ‘I think 
lectures need to be held on how to deal with racism on the ward, and 
how our fellow white nurses can assist us’ (Adeleye et al., 2020).  

Research from the UK documents the commonplace experience of covert 
and overt forms of personal and institutional racism for Black and minority 
ethnic students (Bhopal, 2018; Akel, 2019; Boliver, 2018). Bhopal highlights 
the role higher education institutions play in reproducing ‘white 
privilege’ (2018:103), when outlining the inequalities that Black students 
face in the UK and the US. A significant racial disparity in terms of the 
experience of students in the UK is degree attainment  with Black 1

students most impacted in 1H/21 classification: Black African (23.3 %), Black 
Caribbean (19.2%), and other Black background (24.4 %) compared to white 
counterparts at 81.4% (Advance HE, 2020: 128).  

 The use of the term awarding gap has been proposed which transfers responsibility for closing the gap 1

onto the institution instead of attainment gap which places the deficit on the student.
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LACK OF DATA COLLECTION 
In contrast, in the Irish higher education context there has been a dearth 
of data on racial inequality and a lack of focus on the outcomes of Black 
students. In a bid to achieve the overall national access policy goal to 
‘ensure that the student body entering, participating in and completing 
higher education at all levels reflects the diversity and social mix of 
Ireland’s population’ (HEA, 2015: 6), the HEA prioritises under-represented 
groups . Travellers are the sole ethnic minority currently recognised as a 2

targeted group (HEA, 2015). While some ‘subgroups’ including ‘some 
people from ethnic minorities’ are acknowledged (HEA, 2015: 15), these 
are not named, hence Black students are absent from targets or the 
monitoring of access, participation and outcomes. Since 2007, the HEA 
has gathered data from first year undergraduate students on their ethnic/
cultural background through the Equal Access Survey . In 2017/18 2.2% of 3

new entrants to higher education were African, 0.2% of another Black 
background (HEA 2019). However, the voluntary nature of the survey and 
the subsequent non-responses have been identified as limitations (Haase 
and Pratschke, 2017).  

Although the HEA does examine the impact of nationality on student 
progression (e.g. Liston et al., 2018), this does not capture migrants who 
become naturalised Irish citizens, nor the growing second generation 
(Fahey et al., 2019) of Black students who are entering higher education. 
Hence, there is lack of evidence base to analyse the ‘equality of 
opportunity’ these students experience . Indeed, lack of data collection 4

on race is not just a feature of higher education, rather Ireland is devoid of 
a standardised system in terms of ethnic data collection to measure 
outcomes and this challenges the analysis of equality (Fahey et al., 2019; 

  The HEA’s understanding of the concept ‘access’ includes retention and successful completion, as well 2

as entry to higher education (HEA, 2008: 14), more akin to ‘equality of outcomes’ than ‘equality of 
opportunities’ (Baker et al., 2004: 21). 

  The categories from the census question that first featured in 2006 are used by the HEA (with some 3

small variation). These are as follows: Irish, Irish Traveller, Any other White background; African, any other 
Black background; Chinese, Any other Asian background; Other. The categories from the updated census 
question will be employed in the Equal Access Survey from 2021. 

  It is important to note that Black students are not a homogeneous group and their experiences differ 4

based on gender, age and other characteristics. 
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INAR, 2019) . International bodies including the Committee on the 5

Elimination of Racial Discrimination (2019) have called for disaggregated 
data in this regard in education amongst other domains.  

DATA TO INFORM ACTION AND PRACTICE 
While staff are outside the scope of this short piece, the recent HEA Race 
Equality survey for staff is one welcome first step;  however far more is 6

needed. The collection, analysis of, and reflection on quantitative and 
qualitative data at institutional level is key to comprehend student 
experiences, learning and outcomes (Brown McNair et al., 2020: 54). 
There is a need to focus not just on the endpoint, but also on the Black 

students’ journey, in order to gain insights into the individual, structural 
and institutional barriers they face (RIA, 2020: 1). A majority (54%) of Akel’s 

 A more detailed discussion on terminology and the problems with the categories used is outside of the 5

scope of this short piece (see Mirza, 2018 or the National Athena SWAN Ireland Intersectionality Working 
Group, 2020).

 The categories in the survey are based on those of the 2022 Census which are as follows: White: Irish, 6

White: Irish Traveller, White: Roma, White: Any other White background; Black or Black Irish: African, Black 
or Black Irish: Any other Black background; Asian or Asian Irish: Chinese, Asian or Asian Irish: Indian/
Pakistani/Bangladeshi, Asian or Asian Irish: Any other Asian background; Other, including mixed group/
background: Arabic, Other, including mixed group/background: Mixed Background, Other, including mixed 
group/background: Other. 
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(2019: 35) survey respondents felt they needed to work twice as hard as 
their white counterparts to be as successful academically. Moreover, there 
is a need to hear Black students’ experiences of belonging on campus 
(Darby, 2020) given the link research has shown between academic 
success and belonging (Loke, 2018). While gathering data on ethnicity can 
be sensitive , students need to be supported to understand the purpose 7

and value of such data which can enable institutional change and inform 
campus specific actions and practice. The Black student stories must be 
listened to in higher education institutions to improve the student 
experience and educational environment. While other changes, such as 
decolonising the curriculum, and reporting and recording structures for 
racist incidents on campus are also required, without the evidence base 
higher education institutions cannot fulfill their public sector duty, nor 
purport to truly promote equality and inclusion for Black students on 
campus.  
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POLICING BLACK LIVES 
IN IRELAND  
LUCY MICHAEL 

 

George Nkencho was shot dead by armed Gardaí on 30 December 
2020 in front of his home in Dublin 15, sparking two weeks of 
protests about the nature of the police engagement which ended in 
his death. An investigation of the incident is ongoing by the Garda 

Siochana Ombudsman Commission. It is not our intention here to 
comment upon that. In this piece, I want to share the narratives about 
policing which informed responses amongst young people and the wider 
African-Irish community to this tragedy .  1

Within hours of the tragedy, public debate was divided on the relevance 
of racism to the case. On the one hand, there was already a well-
established view amongst young Afro-Irish people across the wider 
Dublin area and beyond that Gardaí were unnecessarily heavy-handed 
with them, and that this incident was possibly the result of racist policing. 
In this area of Dublin in particular, there was not only dissatisfaction 
amongst young people of African descent, but amongst young people in 
general.  

On the other, the nature of the particular event was said not to lead to a 
conclusion of racist policing, given the range of factors at play. The far-
right quickly sought to smear George Nkencho’s reputation online, 
pushing a tough law-and-order narrative that was heavily racialised and 
explicitly linked to far-right narratives about Black crime in areas of Dublin 
they had already made extensive efforts to malign. This made public 

 I am grateful to INAR for the opportunity to work with them on iReport.ie racist incident reporting system 1
since 2013, and the many people who have shared these experiences with me over the last 5 years in 
research and in activism.
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responses to the protests less empathetic and more likely to tend away 
from questioning the appropriateness of the police response.  

Policing of Black communities worldwide suffers from a bias problem, as 
do investigations into lethal force by police. Police services rarely 
acknowledge these biases, nor do those bodies that investigate them. 
The death of George Nkencho, six months after protests around the world 
spoke the name of George Floyd and proclaimed again that Black Lives 
Matter, struck a cold fear here that claims that Black lives in Ireland were 
not at similar risk from police violence were misplaced. Black Lives Matter 
protests across Ireland in summer 2020 raised the issues of exclusion, 
discrimination and profiling which people of African descent, but 
particularly young people, were faced with in Ireland.  

There have been persistent reports over the last decade (at least) of racist 
treatment of minorities, including people of African descent, by Gardaí, as 
victims of crime, as subjects of profiling and as suspects . A recently 2

discovered Garda survey published by the Irish Times in August sharply 
illustrated the problem of racism within the organisation . The connection 3

which emerged between Nkencho’s death and the tragic loss of his 
teenage friend, Toyosi Shittabbey a decade earlier was not lost upon the 
African-Irish community either.  

When the Irish Network Against Racism launched the first sets of 
iReport.ie analysis in 2013, An Garda Síochána suggested that trust in 
police amongst migrants was affected because of their perceived 
negative experiences of police and other authorities in their country of 
origin. This was a continued assertion from 2013 to 2018 by An Garda 
Síochána on their website and in repeated press statements and 
statements made to ethnic minority communities, in particular by the 
Garda Racial, Intercultural & Diversity Office (GRIDO). In response, we 
amended the iReport.ie questionnaire in 2014 to capture whether and why 
that was true. Consistently since 2014, reports to iReport.ie have shown 
that this is a much smaller factor affecting trust than previous encounters 
with Gardaí in Ireland. Trust in Gardaí to act after previous incidents was 
the most mentioned reason in a list of 10 factors for not reporting.  

 See iReport.ie reports of racism in Ireland, published 2013-2020, by INAR www.inar.ie 2

 Gallagher, C., 2020. Gardaí have negative view of Travellers, survey finds, The Irish Times, Aug 20, 3

2020.
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There are a number of factors affecting trust between the Garda Síochána 
and young people. Factors which influence trust include fairness, 
effectiveness, shared values, commitment to local community, procedural 
justice and police legitimacy. The implications of these interconnected 
themes need to be understood in the context of diverse communities, in 
the experiences of young people over time, ranging from a focus on the 
first encounter young people have with the Garda Síochána; the idea of 
young people as the holders of rights, rather than potential offenders; 
police accountability; community policing evaluations; and the value of 
cross-level local relationships that support respectful interactions in the 
community.  

For many young people, their first encounter with Gardaí is not in public 
spaces, or even in school talks. For ethnic minorities in Ireland, first 
encounters often start with the reporting of racial harassment and racist 
crimes. Young people appear to develop a knowledge about policing 
which is rooted in the treatment of their parents by Gardaí in response to 
such incidents. These experiences are mixed. With ENAR Ireland (now 
INAR), I submitted to the Commission on the Future of Policing in Ireland a 
long list of systematic failures which were causing trust in Gardaí to be 
damaged by the responses to reporting of racist incidents, including but 
not limited to; refusal to advise or act in cases of racist crime; failure to 
attend ongoing violent crimes; refusal to speak to perpetrators or relevant 
witnesses; hostile treatment of witnesses; failure to collect relevant 
evidence of crime and of bias element; failure to provide crime numbers 
to victims; diversion of victims ; failure to provide information on status of 
case to victims, and most importantly, investigations of immigration status 
before investigation of racist crimes, and hostile interactions with ethnic 
minority people in public, including racial profiling, harassment and 
unwarranted searches .  4

Procedural justice  is a very real issue for migrant and minority 
communities in Ireland. There is a growing perception, amongst young 
people, their parents, and even local political representatives, that public 
order policing throughout the Covid lockdown, and even before it, was 
replacing engagement with young people, to display to the wider 
community that the police are able to maintain control over local youth. 
Displacement tactics have become common in some areas, including – 
remarkably - the movement of young people by police vehicle between 

 ENAR Ireland and Michael, L. (2018) Submission to the Commission on the Future of Policing in Ireland.  4
https://inar.ie/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/ENAR-Ireland-Submission-to-CFPI-Feb-2018.pdf
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public spaces to disperse them. Young people from minority ethnic 
backgrounds feel more under surveillance, and marked as different.  

Migrant and ethnic minority families have particularly felt, since the Covid 
lockdown, but also for a long time previously, that they are not included in 
the default audience of An Garda  Siochana. For example, Garda publicity 
heavily featured photos of Gardaí checking in on white Irish residents 
(even attending birthday parties from the garden) as a symbol of 
community policing, which is contrasted distinctly with the differing 
experiences of families from ethnic minority backgrounds. Research 
published by IHREC shows that policing was experienced negatively 
during Covid disproportionately by those who already had poor relations 
with Gardaí .  5

Young people have described being treated by police as if they don’t 
have rights, particularly because of their migrant family backgrounds. For 
these ‘citizens-in-waiting’ , the diminution of their rights by that perception 6

is doubly problematic if their citizenship is not clear-cut. In the most 
affected ethnic minority and migrant communities, there seems to be 
much more awareness of rights among young people than their parents. 
But the difficulties of vindicating those rights are also more apparent, not 
least in respect of preserving their dignity and privacy under the 
surveillance of police. Moreover, as children of migrants, there are very 
real barriers to accessing justice when families are shamed by police 
contact, unaware of how to access services they need (such as legal 
advice), and embarrassed to seek or accept help from others.  

As relationships between Gardaí and young people have become more 
shaped by periodic local political attention to the spatiality of those 
relations, and more recently by public order policing during the pandemic 
lockdowns, visible efforts by Gardaí to be seen to intervene in young 
people’s use of public space has resulted both on young people being 
more reluctant to engage with them, and in the determination by Gardaí 
to be seen to displace them. For example, during a period of particular 
attention to the issue in Balbriggan, public order vans were observed by 
local political representatives driving around the town with flashing lights 
for no apparent reason. Young people describe the same pattern. Where 

 Casey, C., Doyle, O., Kenny, D. and Lyons, D. (2021) Ireland’s Emergency Powers During the COVID-19 5
Pandemic. Dublin: IHREC. https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2021/02/Irelands-Emergency-Powers-During-
the-Covid-19-Pandemic-25022021.pdf 

 Kennelly, J., 2011. Policing young people as citizens-in-waiting: Legitimacy, spatiality and 6

governance. The British Journal of Criminology, 51(2), 336-354.
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they did encounter the public order vans, the safest thing for them – they 
told their parents – was to run from the vans. A fear of being ‘the last man 
standing’ increased when several youths reported being told by Gardaí 
that they were ‘already known to Gardaí’ despite not being who they were 
perceived to be. The interchangeable nature of Black boys in the eyes of 
Gardaí has become a common belief amongst those boys and girls who 
encounter Gardai in public spaces regularly.  

Misrecognition and misattribution is a common feature of racism, wherein 
there is a lack of individuation of or lack of differentiation between group 
members. When we describe members of oppressed groups as being 
unseen or unheard, we are often describing these processes rather than 
that they are literally silenced or invisible . Although we might perceive 7

young Black people being hypervisible in public spaces, and certainly 
their experiences of harassment and violence and stories of feeling ‘out of 
place’ would support that perception, this is not at odds with the process 
of misrecognition as part of an outgroup.  It is how ‘race’ and perceived 
deviance come together in policing.  

There are a number of implications for understanding police-community 
relations in this context going forward. First, we must be aware of the 
context in which young people are becoming knowledgeable of policing 
and their rights (a first-encounter focus), secondly, we must consider 
young people as natural rights-holders, thirdly, we must look to the 
importance of community evaluations of policing at the local level, and 
finally, we must consider the effectiveness of systems of accountability to 
address racism.   

Local relationships with Gardaí are important. Representatives of migrant 
groups also relay stories of how they too are treated interchangeably by 
Gardaí – particularly when they are perceived very differently in the roles 
of community representatives and parents. But many of those 
relationships that were built around consultation meetings and structured 
local democracy have failed to create a deeper relationship of learning 
and trust with local communities. The blame does not lie with ethnic 
minority and migrant community leaders, who too often are pressured to 
represent as unique and segregable the concerns of people who are 
already deeply integrated in their local communities. As Bryan Fanning 
and I (and our many contributors) showed in Immigrants as Outsiders in 
the Two Irelands (2019), it is the structural and political barriers to 

 Sesko, A. K., & Biernat, M., 2010. Prototypes of race and gender: The invisibility of Black women. Journal 7

of Experimental Social Psychology, 46(2), 356- 360. 
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integration which are most impenetrable, while migrants become more 
and more deeply rooted in the communities in which they live . Policing of 8

racialised communities in Ireland cannot be analysed without attention 
being paid to the local histories of policing in those same neighbourhoods 
on the basis of class relations.  

It is the importance of local experience and contacts  (rather than social 
media) in shaping police legitimacy which is underestimated persistently. 
That is not to say that local representatives may be made responsible for 
communicating Garda messages to young people or vice versa, and 
certainly not to make representatives responsible for the ethnic or migrant 
communities they represent. Rather, it is the nurturing of trust over time by 
senior Gardaí, a willingness to be accountable to local communities, and a 
striving for transparency in how police use of power shapes a 
neighbourhood, which will bear the most fruit.  

A review of policing and racism in Ireland over the last decade highlights 
a large number of recommendations of national and international bodies 
on the problem of institutional racism and racial profiling in An Garda 
Síochána, and in the legislation and governance which are applicable to 
this aspect of policing, as well as issues in the broader accountability 
structure governing policing in Ireland.  

The issues of racial profiling, discriminatory behaviour of members of the 
Gardaí towards ethnic minorities (both as suspect populations and as 
victims), and the discriminatory nature of policies and practices in An 
Garda Síochána continue to be of considerable concern. There is no 
legislation prohibiting racial profiling by police (and other state agencies), 
despite the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination 
recommending more than a decade ago that such be introduced, 
repeating that recommendation again in 2019 . The State, at the time, 9

claimed: ‘An Garda Síochána (Police) does not, as an institution, engage in 
discriminatory profiling and, specifically, does not engage in data 
gathering or data mining based upon discriminatory profiling in respect of 
race, colour, language, religion, nationality, national or ethnic origin, 
ethnicity or membership of the Traveller community’. Moreover, the State 
made a further claim that the definition of ECRI Recommendation No. 11 

 Fanning, B. and Michael, L. (Eds.) (2019) Immigrants as Outsider the Two Irelands. Manchester University 8

Press. 

 UN CERD 2011. Concluding observations on the combined third to fourth reports of Ireland.  CERD/C/9
IRL/CO/3-4 ; UN CERD 2019. Concluding observations on the combined fifth to ninth reports of Ireland. 
CERD/C/IRL/CO/5-9
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had been adopted by An Garda Síochána as its own definition of racial 
profiling (ECRI, cited in IHREC, 2018) .  10

There was not then, however, nor since been any State claim that there 
has been implementation of the further ECRI Recommendation in the 
same document to implement that prohibition in law, collect data, carry 
out research, and train police on the issue of racial profiling and on the 
use of a reasonable suspicion standard, nor to establish the measures 
and mechanisms to be used in the investigation of profiling or 
discriminatory incidents.  

There is no established investigation mechanism in GSOC or other bodies 
which is likely to support inquiry into institutional racism or the making of 
recommendations on policies and practices pertaining to it either. The 
functions of the Gardaí and the immigration functions of the State are 
largely excluded from the prohibition of discrimination in the Equal Status 
Acts. There is no mechanism by which racial profiling is tracked, 
investigated and addressed within existing policing and policing 
accountability functions. The absence of disaggregation of data by 
ethnicity where known further prevents further analysis of discriminatory 
outcomes.  

Trust is importantly built through the existence of competent 
accountability structures and their effectiveness as well as through 
repeated positive encounters. The institutional patterns of policing here, 
and the fears which these young people bear, mitigates against 
persistently good relations in the absence of those structures upon which 
to fall back on .  11

The death of George Nkencho, as this issue was being prepared, has not 
significantly altered the direction of this contribution. There is no question 
that this death, mourned widely, raised existing anxieties of Black and 
African-Irish communities and the community of Dublin 15 in general 
about the use of force by An Garda Síochána .  12

 ECRI, General Policy Recommendation No. 11 on Combating Racism and Racial Discrimination in 10
Policing, CRI(2007)39, adopted on 29 June 2007. ; IHREC 2018. Submission to the Commission on the 
Future of Policing. https://www.ihrec.ie/app/uploads/2018/02/Submission-to-the-Commission-on-the-
Future-of-Policing.pdf

 Conway, V., Nubi, N. and Michael, L. (2021) The Beat – George Nkencho [podcast] Policed. 1 January 11
2021. https://tortoiseshack.ie/policed-the-beat-george-nkencho/ 

 Pollak, S. (2020) George Nkencho death: ‘I just want justice for my brother’, The Irish Times. 31 12

December 2020. 
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For young people who have been at the sharp end of public order 
policing in their neighbourhoods for years, heightened further by 
increased monitoring of young people in public spaces during successive 
Covid19 lockdowns, there was a very significant question to be answered 
about the extent to which George died at least in part because of 
institutional racism. Such a question is unlikely to be answered by the 
inquiries which follow his death, not least because the question is most 
unlikely to be asked. Acknowledging this, it is essential that we find 
alternative actions to document, understand and confront institutional 
racism in policing and the exclusions it foments.  
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