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Ideas from the Social Sciences: Diversity, Social Justice and Inclusion 

Guest Lecture by Professor Tim Blackman to Sociology and Criminology 
students at Middlesex University, 25th September 2018 

Welcome everyone. My name is Professor Tim Blackman and I’m the University’s Vice-
Chancellor. It’s great to see you all here. I’m also a social scientist, and the Criminology and 
Sociology team here at the University has invited me along to give this guest lecture to kick 
off your year. 
 
What they asked me to talk about is ‘diversity, social justice and inclusion’ referring 
particularly to gender and race, and how this translates into some of our working 
approaches here at Middlesex.  
 
Here’s a few brief definitions for you. I’ve got lots of slides and we’ll make them available 
afterwards so you just need to jot down the key points. I’ll run though these: 

 
If we take apartheid Social Africa, we’re at one extreme – an excluded black majority, clear 
social injustice, a deeply racialized society. But what about the UK today? There isn’t 
apartheid in the sense of institutionalised racial segregation, but the Grenfell Tower fire 
exposed horrifically how people are still segregated in this country – in this case, a poor, 
multicultural community concentrated into housing that was highly dangerous. 

 
The headline from the New York Times a few days after the fire was ‘Would a White British 
Community Have Burned in Grenfell Tower?’ 

 
Diversity is increasingly talked about as a good thing, but attitudes vary a lot. Here we can 
see that there are marked differences between countries in whether the public see ethnic 
diversity as making their country a better place to live: 
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The UK is among those with the most positive answers to that question. 63% of people in 
Greece said diversity makes the country worse, but only 22% in Spain. 
 
Later on, I’m going to talk about how diversity is a resource, bringing a bonus even to how 
successful a group is likely to be with solving problems. 
 
But before I get going there’s something I want you to do. I want you to pair up with who’s 
next to you in groups of twos and threes. Make sure no-one’s left out. I’m going to give you 
5 minutes and I want you to tell each other what you’ve learned from someone of a 
different culture to you – that could be someone of a different ethnic group, nationality or 
first language for example. One or two stories. We’ll not going to do any reporting back, I 
just want you to share your story with who’s next to you. 
 
…………. 
 
OK. What I want you think about from that is you didn’t just learn from someone different 
to you, but that someone different to you gave you something. You received something 
from them: a new insight, a new experience, a new idea. The experience actually added to 
your own diversity. 
 
It’s when we feel we’re not receiving anything from someone of a different culture or 
nationality that we can get seduced by racist stereotypes and xenophobia. Societies, and 
communities like this University, only work well by everyone giving and everyone receiving: 
doing both. 
 
But it’s not just that’s how societies work but it’s how societies and universities flourish, by 
leveraging their diversity so we enter into the world of the other. Me into your world and 
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you into my world. We won’t only get to know each other by doing that, but we’ll get to 
know ourselves better. 
 
So I’ll let you get to know me a bit. 
 
I spend most of my time in an admin job as Vice-Chancellor and don’t get into lecture 
theatres much these days but you can follow me on twitter – @timjblackman – and I do 
hope to see many of you again this year, especially if you get involved – as I hope you will – 
in the Students Union such as a Student Voice Leader.  
 
I used to do a lot more lecturing. This is me when I was about 30 and I was a lecturer in 
social policy at the University of Ulster in Northern Ireland.  
 

 
 
 
What I’m doing in this photo is taking a bunch of my students on a fieldtrip, and we’re 
having a break in a motorway café. I wanted to take my students out to show them what I 
wanted them to learn.  
 
When I worked in Northern Ireland in the early 1980s there were British soldiers deployed 
to contain armed conflict between Protestant and Catholic communities – a type of ethnic 
divide but called a sectarian divide in Ireland.  
 
The violence was mostly restricted to certain areas and some of my students came from 
those areas. What I tried to do with my fieldtrips was explore topics where students from 
across the sectarian divide would find they had common ground.  
 
Both communities faced serious housing shortages for example, and this was something 
they could and did campaign about together. 
 
This is not to detract from the real differences there were, especially about whether 
Northern Ireland should be part of the United Kingdom or the Republic of Ireland.  
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British troops were withdrawn from Northern Ireland in 2007 and there is a fragile peace 
there now, reflected not least in no physical border between Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland.  
 
Something very important happened with the Northern Ireland peace process, and that’s 
that the Protestant and Catholic communities didn’t reach agreement but they agreed to 
disagree.  
 
Those of you following the tortuous Brexit process will know that there is a danger of that 
peace breaking down if the UK’s withdrawal from the EU means that a physical border 
reappears.  
 
The open border in Ireland is a border that’s about two communities with different national 
and religious identities agreeing to disagree.  
 
Yet no society is going to be peaceful unless there is a lot of agreement. It’s not possible to 
agree to disagree about everything. This is the idea of a ‘social contract’: that societies and 
organisations like universities have explicit and implicit norms and rules that people agree to 
follow so that there’s not constant conflict.  
 
Not everyone signs up to norms and rules of course. With the social contract comes social 
control, the informal and formal ways that societies maintain their order. Social control is 
needed in every type of society, and gets incorporated into laws.  
 
But all these people broke the law: Nelson Mandela struggled against apartheid in South 
Africa. Mahatma Gandhi struggled against British rule in India. Rosa Parks was arrested in 
Alabama for refusing to give up her seat on a bus to a white man.  These were all struggles 
against social control that was regarded not as necessary but as unjust. 
 
I’ve not mentioned Aung San Suu Kyi, who spent 15 years under house arrest for struggling 
for democracy in Myanmar. Until recently there would have been no issue celebrating her 
alongside the likes of Mandela and Gandhi. 

 
However, it appears for her that Rohingya men, women and children were too different to 
be allowed to share in that democracy, with the appalling mass killings and expulsions we’ve 
seen recently. 
 
In Myanmar, there’s a widespread belief that Muslims are dangerous. There’s no giving and 
receiving there.  
 
Many of you are studying criminology and you’re probably familiar with the term ‘deviance’. 
In social science, deviance means behaving outside social norms. The Rohingya were seen as 
deviant and dangerous. 
 
But deviance isn’t necessarily regarded as negative by majorities who subscribe to dominant 
norms. Shaking hands is a social norm in the UK but no-one should take offence at a Muslim 
woman choosing not to shake hands with a man, why would you?  
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What about something like homosexuality? Are heterosexual relationships the social norm 
in the UK and homosexuality deviant? It’s deviant in the sense of not being a majority 
behaviour but in reality it’s just a difference.  
 
That difference means very different things in different countries. In some countries 
homosexuality is illegal, and in some may be punishable by death. In the UK homosexuality 
was illegal until 1967 when it was decriminalised.  
 
Today in the UK, discrimination against gay people is illegal and organisations like 
universities have a legal duty to advance equality of opportunity for gay people and to 
foster good relations between gay and straight people.  
 
That duty comes from the Equality Act, and also applies on grounds of age, disability, sex, 
gender reassignment, pregnancy and maternity, race, and religion or belief.  
 

 
 

Although some of these categories have a biological reality they are all social constructs. 
 
Society creates categories like gender and race as roles that have various expectations 
about how people in those roles should behave; in other words, how people should identity 
with these roles. They are identities.  
 
Although these are social constructs they have very real implications, not just in terms of 
expectations about how people in those roles should behave but also how other people 
should behave towards these identities.  
 
So in Britain in the 1960s it was fine for a landlord to put up a sign like this: 
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Now we have the Equality Act but we still have a lot of inequality. Whether that inequality 
matters depends on whether what is a difference between people in some way has 
outcomes that we see as unjust.  
 
We’re never going to eliminate difference. It’s fundamental to human existence; there’s 
great variation across all human beings in what we look like, what we think and what we 
believe.  
 
This variation is a resource in all sorts of ways, and we’ll come back to that, but where social 
sciences has such an important role is understanding how differences create unjust 
inequalities and what we might do about them. 
 
Why, for example do more young women than young men get top grades at school? 

 

But despite women doing better in education, there are far more men than women in top 
jobs. 
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Let’s have a look at police activity and arrest rates. There are striking differences in rates 
across the population according to self-identified ethnicity. Why? 

 

Let’s come closer to home. Here we see differences in students at Middlesex who progress 
successfully to the second year and who get graduate-level jobs or further study when they 
graduate. White students do better than BME students. 

And here we’re looking at the same outcomes but this time broken down by gender. Female 
students do better than male students. 
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We’re not going to try to answer those questions now; I’m sure you’ll come back to them 
later in your course, but the point I’m making is the importance of asking these questions, 
but also the importance of investigating them properly – which is where social science 
comes in, with its theories and methods. 

There are many research techniques that we use in the social sciences to investigate these 
differences. One of the main issues we need to look out for are spurious correlations. This is 
where something appears to explain the difference but doesn’t. 

This diagram shows how this can work. ‘A’ might be thought to cause ‘B’. ‘A’ might be black 
ethnicity and ‘B’ arrest rate. You jump to the conclusion that black people are more criminal 
that white people. But ‘C’ is police stop and search rates. If the police are searching black 
people disproportionately, then proportionately more black people are likely to be arrested. 
The difference in arrest rates may be caused by the difference in stop and search rates. 
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There are lots of relationships that appear to be directly linked to say gender or ethnicity 
but are actually due to how other factors vary by gender or ethnicity.  
 
And a lot of this can be about how gender or ethnicity is constructed by people with power. 
For example, teacher expectations make a real difference to pupil achievement. If a teacher 
in a school believes that a girl is going to be less good at science than a boy then it’s likely 
that less girls in that school will achieve well in science. In another school that encourages 
girls in science, the opposite is likely to be the case.  
 
Gender and pay is another example. At Middlesex we do pretty well with narrowing the gap 
between the pay of men and women, but we still have a gap – males are paid on average 9% 
more than females. But this is not unequal pay. The gap is caused by what’s known as 
occupational segregation. There are more males in jobs that pay more, such as senior 
managers.  
 
So in the diagram we’d see a relationship between ‘A’ gender and ‘B’ pay. But the 
relationship is due to ‘C’ which is the proportion of men in senior manager jobs. Senior 
manager jobs are more male, and senior manager jobs pay more. 
 
This type of analysis is obviously very important in understanding where to target positive 
action. Women are as able to do senior manager jobs as men, but face obstacles such as 
time out of the workforce having children, unconscious bias and sometimes direct 
discrimination, even though that’s illegal.  
 
But this is about much more than social justice. More women on company boards has been 
linked with better company performance. 
 

 
 
 



10 
 

In fact, diversity in a group appears to increase the group’s performance with solving 
problems and making decisions.  
 
So in the last few minutes we’re going to have a look at some of this evidence and I hope 
send you away thinking about how exciting this potential is if we can learn how to use it. 
 
We live in a complex world. There are many complex problems to solve, including the 
equality challenges we looked at earlier. It’s a world where it’s not just ability that matters 
but diversity.  
 
The American academic Professor Scott Page has pioneered work on this and he calls it the 
diversity bonus. This is diversity as identity – that could be gender identity, ethnic identity, 
class identity, any differences that bring different perspectives. It could include academic 
disciplines as well. 

 
 
This is how Scott Page thinks it works. Identity diversity among a group brings with it a 
diversity of perspectives or ways of seeing the problem: 
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This leads to better outcomes. He demonstrates that with a lot of different studies. 

 

And diversity can be enlarged with training or experience. Remember that exercise we did 
at the start of the class. 

 

And this is how it works. Diversity in a team enlarges that team’s toolbox – gives it more 
tools to solve the problem with.  
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Ability is important. There’s no point putting a group together to solve a problem who don’t 
have competencies relevant to solving that problem. But ability is non-additive. Adding 
more smart people to a group of smart people adds sameness not diversity. 

Difficult and complex problems are not best solved by teams who are all the best individual 
performers. A diverse team knows a lot more than a team of similar people.  

But what do we mean by knowing? Think of the tool box. It’s the thinking tools you have in 
your toolbox:  

Perspectives: the way we see problems. A man might see the problem of women’s low pay 
as one of building women’s confidence to apply for promotion to better paid jobs. A woman 
might see the problem as jobs that are often done by women, such as caring jobs, not being 
paid well enough. That becomes a discussion about how we value different types of work, 
and whether male perspectives dominate the way we all see the problem. 

Heuristics: these are the methods and techniques we use to find solutions.  

Interpretations: these are our generalisations and mental models that we all have to make 
the world intelligible. 

If we’ve got more perspectives, heuristics and interpretations in play, and we will if our 
group is diverse, then there’s more chance of exploring more solutions and finding the right 
one. 

Inclusion then becomes so important because diversity adds value. 

So, let’s just recap. 

You learned some definitions. Remember these are social constructions of difference, but 
they have real effects. 

You’ve learned a bit about me and my time in Northern Ireland, including that difference 
can mean we have to agree to disagree. 

You’ve learned that difference can be threatening if people feel the social control on which 
societies depend is being undermined. 

You’ve learned that in the UK we’ve protected differences with the Equality Act, but that 
there are still many inequalities that arise unjustly from people’s differences. 

You’ve learned that these inequalities can be complex and that the social sciences can help 
us understand how they happen and how to tackle them. 

And you’ve learned that our differences as men and women, black and white, with or 
without faith are things we can give and receive in human relationships, and that difference 
can actually be a rich resource for learning and solving problems. 

That’s it. Thank you. Any questions? 
 


