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A NOTE ON POSITIONALITY

This book is written from a specific location, and the reader deserves to know what that location is before the argument begins.

I am Dr Benjamin Olusola Ajibade. I am a Black British Nigerian man. I am an Assistant Professor in Mental Health Nursing at Northumbria University and Honorary Professor at SEETA University in Uganda. I hold a doctorate in nursing, a Senior Fellowship of the Higher Education Academy, and a publication record in peer reviewed journals spanning human resource development, education, and nursing. I am the founder of ELEVATE, a five strand institutional programme for equity led empowerment at Northumbria University. I publish under Ajibade Academic Publishing, the imprint under which this book appears.

I have been studying and working in British higher education since 2002. That experience is the ground from which this book's argument grows, and it shapes the argument in ways that I cannot separate from the analysis itself, nor would I wish to.

The tradition of locating the scholar within their scholarship has deep roots in Black feminist thought, postcolonial theory, and critical race scholarship. I write in that tradition. My position is not a disclaimer to be noted and set aside. It is constitutive of the knowledge this book produces. The argument I am making could not be made in the same way by someone who had not navigated the institutional conditions it examines, not because lived experience is a substitute for scholarly rigour, but because lived experience, when it is examined critically and connected to theoretical frameworks and empirical evidence, produces a form of knowledge that purely theoretical accounts cannot replicate.

I am also aware of the limits of my position. My experience as a Black British Nigerian man is specific. It is not the experience of every racially minoritised scholar, nurse, or student. Where this book draws on experiences beyond my own it does so through published scholarship and documented evidence rather than through claimed solidarity that would overstate the reach of my specific location.

What I can speak to with authority is the experience of doing this work, from the inside, over more than two decades. That authority is what this book draws on, alongside the theoretical frameworks, the empirical evidence, and the institutional case study that give it its scholarly grounding.

The reader is entitled to know this. And knowing it, they are invited to engage with the argument that follows on its own terms, which is the only terms on which an honest argument can be made.

PROLOGUE

There is a number I have carried with me for longer than I have had the words to explain why it matters.

Twenty years.

I began studying in the United Kingdom in 2002. I studied through undergraduate education, through postgraduate programmes, through a professional qualification that I discovered, almost at the point of completion, was not quite the qualification I had needed. I studied through a doctorate that remade how I understood knowledge, institutions, and my own place within them. I sat in lecture theatres and seminar rooms and clinical environments and tutorial spaces across two decades of British higher education.

In all of that time, across all of those institutions, across all of those years, I was never taught by a Black lecturer.

Not once.

I want to sit with that for a moment before the analysis begins, because it is the kind of fact that can be absorbed too quickly, filed under the heading of diversity statistics and moved past without the weight of it being properly felt. So let me be specific about what it means.

It means that for twenty years, the people who stood at the front of the rooms where I was being formed as a nurse, as a scholar, and as a professional, were not people who looked like me. It means that the implicit message about who holds knowledge, who transmits it, and whose presence at the centre of academic life is natural and unremarkable, was delivered to me consistently and without interruption across two decades of education. It means that when I looked for evidence, in the institutional architecture of British higher education, that someone like me could occupy a position of intellectual authority, I did not find it in the people who taught me.

That is not a complaint about individuals. The lecturers who taught me were, many of them, skilled and committed educators. It is an observation about a structure, about what the structure communicated through its normal functioning, about what it taught me about myself before it taught me anything about nursing.

There was a moment, somewhere in the middle of that twenty years, when I needed something specific from the higher education system and discovered that the system did not have adequate provision for what I needed. I wanted to develop my teaching in higher education formally. I wanted the qualification that would give my pedagogical practice the same scholarly grounding that my clinical practice had. What I found when I looked was a landscape of provision that had not been designed with my specific position in mind, that offered qualifications whose pathways I had to navigate largely alone, and that required me to work out for myself, through trial and considerable error, what route through the system was available to me.

I ended up in a professional graduate certificate in education designed for post-secondary teaching rather than the postgraduate certificate in higher education I had been looking for. I was almost at the end of it before I fully understood the difference. That experience taught me something about the higher education system that no module descriptor ever had. It taught me that the system does not actively prevent people like me from navigating it. It simply does not make the navigation easy, does not provide the maps, does not assume that the person standing at the entrance is someone whose needs it has thought to accommodate. The structural indifference is, in its way, as powerful as active exclusion, because it is harder to name and harder to contest.

And then there was my director of studies.

I want to name this carefully, because it matters and because it would be dishonest to tell the story of doing this work without telling this part of it. My director of studies for my doctorate was a white British woman. She understood, with a specificity and a consistency that I had not encountered in the system before, what it meant to be a racially minoritised doctoral student navigating British higher education. She understood the specific pressures, the specific vulnerabilities, the specific forms of institutional friction that that navigation involves. She saw me clearly, which is a simple thing to say and a rare thing to experience.

She is still, long after the formal supervisory relationship ended, an informal mentor. That relationship has been one of the sustaining facts of my academic life.

I tell this story here not as a feel-good counterweight to the structural critique that follows in this book, not as evidence that the system works if you are lucky enough to find the right individual within it. I tell it because it is true, and because the argument of this book requires honesty about the full texture of experience and not only its difficult dimensions. And I tell it because it makes the structural argument more sharply, not less. The fact that genuine understanding, genuine allyship, genuine mentorship of the kind my director of studies provided, is experienced as exceptional rather than ordinary, is itself a structural indictment. It should not be rare. The conditions that make it rare are exactly the conditions this book examines.

I am writing this book because of the twenty years without a Black lecturer, and because of the qualification I almost completed before understanding it was not quite the right one, and because of the doctoral viva in which I was required to remove a passage I had written about Eurocentrism, and because of the meetings I have sat in where the language of decolonisation circulates with apparent conviction while the structures remain unmoved. I am writing it because of ELEVATE and what building it has taught me about what institutions can absorb and what they resist. I am writing it because the peer reviewed record I have built across journals in human resource development, education, and nursing has given me the scholarly authority to say what needs to be said, and because Ajibade Academic Publishing has given me the publishing autonomy to say it on my own terms.

But most of all I am writing it for the student who is sitting, right now, in a lecture theatre in a British university, being formed as a nurse and as a scholar, and who has not yet seen themselves reflected in the person at the front of the room. I know something about what that student is carrying, because I carried it for twenty years. And I want them to know that the absence they are feeling is not a reflection of their value or their potential or their right to be there. It is a structural failure of the system surrounding them.

This book is an argument for changing that system.

It begins here.

MOVEMENT ONE: POSITIONING

Who is speaking, from where, and why it matters

CHAPTER ONE


Decolonisation Is Not a Metaphor, and It Is Not Finished


The Wall

There is a particular kind of dissonance that racially minoritised scholars in British universities learn to carry. It is the dissonance of sitting in rooms where decolonisation is spoken about with apparent conviction, where equality frameworks are cited with institutional pride, where cultural competence is named as a professional value, and knowing, with a certainty that does not require evidence because you are the evidence, that the words and the structures are not the same thing. The language circulates. The structures hold.

I know this dissonance from the inside. During the viva examination of my doctoral thesis, I was required to remove a passage I had written on Eurocentrism. The examiners had the institutional authority to make that demand, and I, at that moment, did not have the power to refuse it. I removed the passage reluctantly, feeling the weight of what was being asked, not merely an editorial revision but a structural silencing dressed in the procedural language of academic standards. What struck me then, and has stayed with me since, is the precise irony of that moment. The same institutions that position themselves as champions of decolonisation are capable, in the same breath, of requiring a Black scholar to excise his critique of Eurocentrism from his own doctoral work. That is not an anomaly. That is the wall.

Sara Ahmed writes about the wall as the experience of encountering institutional resistance not as overt hostility but as something smoother and more procedural. You discover the wall, she argues, by walking into it. Diversity commitments, equality policies, decolonisation strategies, these can function not as drivers of change but as surfaces that absorb the demand for change while leaving the underlying architecture intact. The institution learns to speak the language of transformation fluently enough that the language itself becomes a form of protection against transformation.

This book is written from inside that experience. It is also written in deliberate refusal of it.

What follows is not a neutral account of decolonisation in nursing and higher education. It is a sustained argument, grounded in peer reviewed scholarship, institutional practice, and the kind of knowledge that comes from being a Black British Nigerian scholar, nurse academic, and institution builder working in a UK university for more than a decade. I write from that location not as confession or as claim to special authority, but because the argument this book makes cannot be made honestly from nowhere. Positionality is not a preamble to the analysis. It is part of the analysis.

The specific context is nursing and higher education, but the argument has broader reach. Nursing sits at a particular intersection of race, gender, colonial history, and public health that makes it both a revealing case study and an urgent site of intervention. What nursing education does, what it teaches, what it values, whose knowledge it centres, and whose it marginalises, has direct consequences for patient safety, workforce wellbeing, and the kind of healthcare
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Why Nursing Specifically









The Scholar Practitioner Position









The Architecture of the Argument












